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Taaw

marked the end of the prayer of Fadjar — the first prayer

of the new day. The sea breeze, heavy with iodine, came
in from the coast and carried the echo over tin roofs, tiled roofs,
flat roofs, all still steeped in lingering darkness.

In the sky, a few stars began to pale.

Inside the wooden mosque, three lightbulbs shed a yellowish
light. The darkness of the outer shadows formed a circle around
this empty space of light; on mats and sheepskins a congregation
of a dozen or so, lined up in a row and a half behind the Imam,
were telling their beads. The monastic silence was broken only
by the “tick, tick’ of the clock which hung to the right above the
Imam'’s recess, and by the regular click of beads.

In the distance a vague murmur could be heard, like that of
the sea just before the turning of the tide.

The shopkeeper stood in the middle doorway, bare-chested

- and wearing nothing but a loincloth. He held his arms above his
head, locked his fingers together and, on tiptoe, stretched deli-
ciously, yawning. He looked up at the sky, then turned his gaze
to the road. Five women, empty basins under their arms, were
making their way to the well.

Every morning of his mémé' with his first wife Yaye’ Dabo,
Baye Tine took the same route and walked past the same men
and women. Since his retirement seven years before, he had
been taking the road to the mosque instead of his former path
to the woodworks. Of average build, but rather short, Baye Tine

THE ‘ASSALAAA-MALEIKUM’, UTTERED in a chanting voice,

Author’s note: ' the number of days that a polygamist spends with one
of his wives. The same term refers to the wite who receives her husband.
Translator’s note: > Mother
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wore two or three boubous and kept his breast-pocket padded
with a thick wallet. He was rotund and sported a prominent
pot-belly. With his red cap tilted to one side and old Moroccan
slippers for shoes, he walked with his feet turned out, dragging
his heels.

Back at the concession he shared with several other families,
he settled himself in the yard near his shack, facing the east to
finish telling his beads.

Rays of light filtered through the cracks between the poorly
fitted boards around the doors and windows. Children were
shaken out of sleep by whispering, murmuring, sharp admoni- -
tions.

Uncertain at first, dawn eventually brightened the east.

‘Assalamaleikum, Tine.” Amady the cart-driver called out his
greeting as he did every morning, going off with his kettle to
wet his horse’s hooves.

‘Amady, you are a practising Muslim and believer. Why do
you insist on performing this pagan ritual every morning before
you’ve even said your prayers?’ Baye Tine asked him.

‘Baye Tine, I am a believer at heart: you can bear witness to
that on the day I die. But I have to see to my livelihood. Wetting
my horse’s hooves drives away the evil eye and the forked
tongues,” Amady answered when he had finished his rite.

Once alone, Baye Tine started his Fadjar prayer. He was
well-read in Arabic, and recited the Sura' in a pleasingly reson-
ant voice. His arafes® too, were always perfectly pronounced.

Baye Tine reverently thanked Yallah for the gift of this new
day. He prayed fervently for divine grace, first for his own
family, and then for all Muslims on earth. Palms pressed
together, he held between his two thumbs a rosary which he
rubbed over his face before standing up. Then he went over to
the door of the lean-to where his sons were sleeping, and pushed
it open.

Translator’s note: ' chapter of the Koran; * letters of the Arabic
alphabet.
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There was a burst of shrill cries.

‘Father! Father, I'm sorry ... Father, forgive me!’ cried a child’s
hollow voice over and over.

Abdou, naked, clutched his father’s wrist with both hands
and walked behind him on tip-toe: Baye Tine was pinching the
child’s ear, forcing him up. He settled himself on the floor and
laid his son down, gripping his head under his right knee and
twisting the boy’s arm. He dug up the stick he had buried the
night before and began to beat Abdou’s buttocks.

‘Where were you yesterday?” his father demanded.

The child’s screams put paid to the last moments of sleep of
the other inhabitants of the concession. The grown-ups were
used to these morning thrashings and began to go about their
affairs, ignoring Abdou’s cries for help.

‘I, your father, register you at Daraa, the Koranic school, and
you - you half-wit, good-for-nothing, you play truant!

The stick beat down on naked flesh. Abdou squirmed and
writhed, shrieking fit to wake the dead. As he beat him, Baye
Tine shouted: “You think you’re a man now? You little brat! I'l
skin you alive before I see you turn into a hooligan or a crook.’

‘Father, forgive me! Mother! Mother ... come and help me!
Taaw! Taaw! Father, 'm going to die ... I have to urinate ...
Father, I won’t bunk the Daraa again ...

“You little liar! This is the tenth time you've told me the same
thing,” replied Baye Tine, impervious to his son’s pleading.

Yaye Dabo, his mother, came rushing out of the room, tying
her loincloth firmly, her blouse inside out.

‘He’s learnt his lesson by now,” she said to her husband,
holding back the hand clutching the stick.

‘Look here!... Just look at this ... the dog has wet me!” ex-
claimed Baye Tine, pushing Abdou away roughly.

The child lay stretched out at his father’s feet. Then, on all
fours, he crawled over to his mother and clung to her legs.

‘The little devil has soiled my pants,” complained the father.
“You dare refuse to learn the Koran, and I'll slit your throat,” he
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added, standing up and facing his wife.

Together they examined the mark on his trousers. ‘He’s only a
child, he’s still pure. I'll go and rinse it,’ Yaye Dabo said soothingly.

She had spoken instinctively, out of obedience, rather than
from the desire to reply, stifling the surges of revolt she felt rising
inside her.

‘And as for that one there! ... Just look at him ..

Baye Tine called his neighbours’ attention w1th asweep of his
hand.

‘He’s waiting for a job to fall from the sky. It’s him, it's all his
fault, he's the one who influences the children. He sets them a
very bad example.’

Baye Tine was referring to his oldest son Taaw, who was just
stepping out of the little room, wearing loose cotton khaki pants,
with a filthy black-and-green-striped towel flung over his
shoulder. Baye Tine moved aggressively towards him, speaking
in a loud, harsh voice.

‘Instead of looking for a job, he just lounges around all day.
Good for nothing son!’

Yaye Dabo held back her fear. Taaw, a spindly boy with
protruding ribs, had a pot of water in his hand; he set about his
morning ablutions, washing his face and brushing his teeth with
his forefinger.

“Tthim!’ the father taunted his son. And then he added accus-
ingly to his wife: ‘Did you know that he had gone and got Goor

“Yummbul’s daughter pregnant?’

‘Taaw, don’t answer him,” Yaye Dabo silently pleaded.

Amady the cart-driver, harnesses hooked over his arm, whis-
pered to his neighbour Sy, who was setting off with his two little
boys for school: ‘Baye Tine’s blood has gone bad. He spent the
night with his anger.

‘Sons must obey their fathers,” Mr Sy rejoined distantly.

He gave the cart-driver a cold stare, and then added for the
benefit of his sons: “You see what happens when you disobey?
Come on then, on we go.’ ’
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Mr Sy, who was an orderly at the new town hall and wore
khaki, worked hard at being different from other people. Amady
watched him going off and said to himself: ‘The old fossil thinks
of himself as a government official. Doesn’t he know that I've
been lending his wife money? Poverty hardens our hearts.’

In the meantime, Taaw finished washing, taking absolutely
no notice of his father’s abuse. Now they found themselves face
to face.

Glowering, his eyes dark with suppressed anger, Taaw stared
straight at his father. Baye Tine was enraged by his son’s scornful
looks. His blood was boiling. He pushed Taaw roughly aside,
crying, ‘Hit meagain. You'regood at that ... Hitme! You'vealready
broken one of my teeth ... Why don’t you knock the rest out too!’

Yaye Dabo, deeply distressed by this scene, looked around,
beseeching help. Her eyes met her son’s. She shook her head, as
if to say: ‘Don’t answer back!

Just two years before, Taaw had come to blows with his father
and had broken two of his teeth. Arriving home from the late-
night movie, he had found his father beating his mother again.
Yaye Dabo was screaming herself hoarse, crying for help. As
soon as they saw Taaw, both his younger brothers, in tears, clung
onto him. Taaw broke down the door.

Inside the candlelit room, Baye Tine was beating Yaye Dabo
with his strap, pinning her to the ground with one foot on her
back. Taaw grabbed his father and punched him a number of
times before dealing him a striking blow to the head. Baye Tine
collapsed and fainted.

The neighbouts all came running. During the night, the ru-
mour spread that Taaw had killed his father. The next day, Baye
Tine laid charges of assault against his son. Arrested and tried,
Taaw was given a six-month prison sentence. His mother’s
account was not considered. ‘No matter what the reason might
be, a son does not have the right to hit his father,” had been the
pronouncement of the old men come to support Baye Tine.
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An example was needed.

On his release, Taaw had returned home, for his mother’s
sake. Yaye Dabo made him swear never again to lift a finger
against his father, even if he were about to cut her throat.

Ever since this altercation, father and son had not spoken to
each other.

‘Hit me again!” bellowed Baye Tine, thrusting his face forward.
‘Cursed boy, I'll never forgive you for what you did. Ungrateful
son!’

Taaw, silent, clenching his teeth, struggled with his feelings of
rebellion. His whole body expressed contempt, and the shadow
of a scornful smile played about his lips.

‘Go on, break all my teeth,’ clamoured Baye Tine, opening his
mouth.

Yaye Dabo was deeply distressed, but kept quiet. The resent-
ment which had built up in her during their quarrels and the
beatings she had received gave her enough strength to remain
outwardly calm. She hated all men, except her father and her
sons. She gently slid her hand over Abdou’s back, to try and
soothe him. The child huddled against her thighs.

‘Calm down, Baye Tine,’ Amady the cart-driver intervened,
placing himself between the two.

Quick-tempered, Baye Tine lashed out with a torrent of abuse.

‘One should not wish so much harm on one’s own son.

‘I hope he’ll be the laughing-stock of all his friends. I fed and
raised him. And you, Amady, have you any idea how the son of
a dog thanks me?’

Taaw took advantage of the carter’s presence to slip away to
the little room. Baye Tine continued his litany of insult and abuse.

Yaye Dabo gave thanks to Yallah.

‘Mother, I'm going out,’ called Taaw. He was wearing an
anango* outfit of pale green cloth printed with red flowers, and

* Translator’s note: long and wide-sleeved dress worn by men. Bor-
rowed from the Nago-Nango, a local ethnic group.
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old Adidas tackies on his feet.

‘Go in peace,’ answered his mother.

‘Son of a dog! Bastard! And don’t you come back to this house
either,” Baye Tine shouted after him.

A large, creamy-white cloth was pulled across the sky, restor-
ing to objects their shapes and colours: trees, houses, fences and
television aerials took on their distinct forms. Voices and other
sounds reverberated clearly.

That morning, Taaw again fled the house. He nursed a per-
sistent hatred for his father, and the loathing that he felt all the
time would reach breaking-point whenever his father either
beat his brother or abused his mother. His pride was wounded
by his mother’s humiliation. He believed that his father had
sacrificed them for the pleasure he enjoyed with his second wife.

Instinctively, Taaw headed for the ‘place of the jobless’, as the
young people of the area had come to call their meeting-ground.
To his great surprise, he found two of the Mbengues there: the
Joker, dressed as always in his leopard outfit, with a knitted beret
in the national colours perched on his dreadlocks,and Mam Ass,
scrawny in his patched and pocketless jeans, a pearl necklace
around his neck, and his woollen hat, worn Cabral style, on hlS
head.

‘Hey! Boy! What's this? You fell out of bed or something?’
exclaimed Taaw, surprised and dehghted athaving company so

early in the morning.
‘No! ... No! ... Boy. We fell off the mat, Mam Ass jokingly
replied.

He took two quick drags on his cigarette and handed it to
Mbengue. Mbengue inhaled deeply and passed it to Taaw. ‘It’s
too early, I've got an empty stomach. The old man woke me up,
he was hitting the kid again.’

‘That’s too much, boy! All these old fossils can do is throw
their weight around - just the day before yesterday, my old man
beat up Number Two so badly that she’s still out of action. The
old bag was bleating like a goat ... Baa! Baa! Baa!” Mbengue went
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on in imitation.

‘Boy, don’t you want a hit? It makes you sharp first thing in
the morning,” Mam Ass persisted.

Taaw pushed away the cigarette rolled up in old newspaper.
He drew his head back, avoiding the thin wisp of curling smoke.

‘No thanks, boy! I already told you I've got an empty stomach.
And fathers? They’re too much, I tell you ... All they can do is
carry on and on: “Inmy time this, in my time that. You must find
a job.” And as soon as they’ve got some bucks, they go off and
find themselves a new chick. And they call us lazy.’

‘Hey boy, you should do what I do. As soon as the dinosaur
starts up his old record again, I just tune into reggae in my head.’

‘These old folk are really out of touch,” was Mbengue’s con-
clusion.

‘Boy, why don’t you come with me to the Labour Office.’

Mbengue stared at Taaw. 7

‘Hey, boy, you cracked or something? You better watch out for
your old lady, she’s witchdoctored you. The only thing you can
say is “work”, “work”. Open your eyes, boy ... Work never
made anyone richer. Look at our fathers ...’

‘It s true, boy, Mbengue’s right,” Mam Ass added, interrupting
Mbengue.

‘Why drive yourself to the end of the earth? And come back
with dust? I'm going to fart, guys.’

Mbengue lifted his leg to let off a loud fart.

‘Boy, you're still alive and already rotten inside! What have
you been eating?’

Taaw took a few steps backwards. Mam Ass got up from the
bench holding his nose.

‘So what? I stuffed myself with beans.’

Mbengue was fond of this slang, a mixture of Wolof, French
and English. With no respect for age or place, he was forever
playing practical jokes. So it was that he came to stage one of his
tricks at the mosque. The youngsters came to prayer one day,
then a second and a third day. Their presence certainly did not
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go unnoticed. The old men, overcome with joy at the sight of
their offspring becoming religious, congratulated them. The
Imam devoted a sermon to them on the heavenly rewards
awaiting them in the after-life. Under this mask of piety,
Mbengue, at the end of a prayer, when one of the faithful went
out to get a kettle or pot full of water, would rush out into the
narrow corridor, and occupy the toilet. Several minutes of wait-
ing would pass. The old man, tortured by his pressing needs,
would bang on the door of the booth, as if to say: ‘Hurry up in
there. You aren’t the only one.” The gang of youngsters, highly
amused, would chuckle, and peer at the latrines. Waiting pa-
tiently, the old man would stamp his feet, move around, and
then renew his plea: ‘Hurry up!

From inside, Mbengue could spy on the fidgeting man
through a crack in the door. Beads of perspiration started ap-
pearing on his forehead and neck. Suffering keenly from his
cramps, the man hammered on the door: T'm waiting!” Using
his imagination, Mbengue put his forearm between his lips and
blew. Incongruous sounds issued forth, and Mbengue, intend-
ing to make himself heard, said over and over in a loud voice:
‘Allahou Akbar! Allahou Akbar! Allahou Akbar! Mortified at
having been the unwitting witness to such an intimate moment,
the old man hastily took himself off somewhere else, far away.
Exchanging furtive winks, the gang laughed together. This
game continued for about a fortnight before the old people
realized what was going on. They were outraged at the young
boys’ total lack of respect for their elders. The Imam spoke of the
end of the world being almost upon them. The toilets were put
out of bounds to all boys, since it was not possible to excom-
municate them.

For weeks after this escapade, the boys laughed themselves
silly.

The morning light, like a tranquil sea, was unveiling patches
of colour. The young sun showed its claws. ‘

Five carts carrying bricks went past one after another. Half-
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starved horses strained at their heavy load, grinding wheels
sank into the black soil. The drivers, on foot, were forcing the
old nags forward with repeated cracks of their whips.

Taaw, together with his two followers, appeared on the corner
just left of the essencerie’ and crossed the intersection which was
already swarming with people, fast-buses’ and beggars. The
general din was growing louder and louder. As they came down
the gentle slope, Mbengue put out both his arms and stopped
his friends. He looked right, then left, and said, ‘Boy, the
usual ..."

The three looked at each other. Pointing with his chin,
Mbengue gave the go-ahead.

‘Okay, Boy’, Taaw consented.

Mam Ass approached the doughnut-seller, who was balanc-
ing his tray on his head; Mbengue came up on the right. They
engaged the vendor in small talk, while Taaw crept up from
behind. Because of his height, he was able to sneak the dough-
nuts one after the other, in time with each step, and to stuff them
into his pockets. Then he overtook his accomplices.

‘Hey you, where did you get your flour?” Mbengue demanded
in the dry tone of a policeman, catching hold of the vendor’s
arm. And without giving him a chance to reply, he declared: T'm
sure your flour has come from the stocks intended for the
peasants. Do you have a receipt?” And his bloodshot eyes fixed
the vendor’s in a cold stare.

Blinking nervously, his face dark with apprehension, the ven-
dor looked from Mbengue to Mam Ass.

‘We heard last night of a truck delivering flour. Give us your
boss’s address,” said Mam Ass.

‘I'm only a retailer,” the young vendor uttered.

‘Who do you work for? Who is your supplier?’

Mbengue’s leopard outfit scared the dealer out of his wits, and

Translator’s note: ' petrol pump; lexical creation in West African French,
from the French ‘essence’, petrol. ? mini-bus taxis privately run in many
parts of Africa.
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he fell silent.

‘He’s just a poor devil,” Mam Ass said to Mbengue. ‘Tell your
boss that the police are looking into it.’

‘Moot! Moot!" ordered Mbengue, when he had released the
boy’s arm. Pointing his finger, he forced him to retrace his steps.

Once he was a fair distance away, holding the tray of dough-
nuts firmly on his head, he turned around only to see Mbengue’s
finger still pointing at him. He did not wait for any more, but
turned hastily off the road.

The three friends shared out the pilfered doughnuts among
themselves as they carried on walking.

Above the entrance stood the words ‘Branch Labour Office’,
in black letters. At the end of a narrow alley were three prefab-
ricated buildings in which American troops had been quartered
between 1943 and 1946, and which had been painted over for
every new use to which they had been put. The doors opened
onto each other and the windows served as counters for differ-
ent trades and occupations. Men and women would sit and chat
along the length of the verandas, while others lined up in front
of the windows.

A young woman with a large rump was stating her case,
gesturing emphatically with her hands.

‘T've been working for this woman for four months, from
morning till night. Yesterday she threw me out without paying
me. ['ve been to the police. They told me to come here.

At her side, her companion was punctuating each sentence
with a rhythmic cadence of throaty sounds.

‘Lady, this isn’t the right place. Go to the Inspector of Work.’
Diallo, the ledget clerk, dispensed advice from behind his table.

Behind him, cool air was being blown from a rotating fan on
a stand.

‘T've been to the Inspector, at the Trade Union. They wanted
to see my pay-slip. My employer never gave me any papers. I
don’t have any payslip. But all the shopkeepers in the area know
that I worked for this woman.’
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“We can -do nothing for you here,” was Diallo’s pronounce-
ment.

‘For eight months now, our boss hasn’t paid either of us. It's
a construction firm. The boss filed a statement of liquidation and
declared bankruptcy, said one of the two men standing next to
her. He was wearing a white caftan and a brown cap on his head.

“Who were you working for?’ asked the other man, dressed in
blue with a white cotton scarf around his neck

‘For Oulimata Yandé. The big stone house you see as you get
onto the main road,” the plaintiff eagerly answered, with wide
eyes.

Her whole face radiated the innocence and naiveté of the
country girl.

“You can be lucky. Almost all the maids who work for Ouli-
mata Yandé land up in jail. She accuses them of stealing her
jewels and her money,’ said Diallo.

He caught sight of Taaw climbing the stairs, and shouted at
him: ‘Hey, boy.’

The two men turned around to see the trio coming towards
them.

‘Koy! the woman exclaimed, slapping her thigh; she stared at
her companion. 1 won’t sweat for some slut,” she said in her
mother tongue, which the others could not understand; then she
went on in Wolof: ‘I'm going to show that bitch a thing or two.’

She walked off determinedly, dragging the other woman with
her.

‘What times we live in!" remarked one of the men.

‘How’s it going, Diallo boy?’ Taaw greeted; and seeing the two
men: “You're ahead of me.’

‘We're waiting,” the man in the scarf told him, standing aside.

‘How you doing, Taaw boy?’

‘Fine.

‘And otherwise? Things going all right?’

‘Fine, Tonton Gaston, everything’s fine,” Taaw said casually,
leaning his elbow on the counter.
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Three clerks shared the cramped space. Dusty files were piled
high in wooden cupboards with no doors. An interleading door
opened onto a second room. Light fell from a neon lamp on the
wall onto the edge of a red wooden table and a well-worn
greenish carpet.

‘People without trade or profession are not classified as un-
employed,” Tonton Gaston quipped from his desk.

The telephone rang in the office next door. A deep, imposing
voice was heard.

‘Hello! Hello! Yes, speaking ...’

Tonton Gaston sneaked a quick look at the office next door,
and moved towards the window, edging his way between the
tables. Close-cropped hair flecked with grey, safari shirt with a
black band on its lapel, the sign of mourning in the Catholic
Church. The director’s loud voice resounded.

“Yes!... Yes!... I can hardly hear you! Yes!... Wait. Let me write
this down ... I'm listening!... Two skilled fitters. Good. A
bookkeeper with experience. Police record. Please repeat that.
Excellent. Twenty bricklayers for Gabon ... Good!... Leaving in
two weeks’ time ...

The chap in the white scarf appeared in the window. Craning
his neck so that he could see him, Taaw whispered to Tonton
Gaston: ‘Gaston, we all heard that. The director is talking about
bricklayers needed in Gabon.’

‘And you know how they choose workers for these jobs,” the
other man said to Gaston, as he came up and stood next to
Mbengue.

“You know what the boss is like. He is cautious and doesn’t
like to be rushed. That's the new generation for you.’

‘Gaston, if we don’t get this one, it's finished for our families.
I promise you, we won't be ungrateful.’

‘Come on, chap, what's wrong with you? If you have the right
to go to Gabon, demand it without grovelling like that’,
Mbengue heatedly broke in. '

The two men were irritating him.



44 TAAW

The two workers were speechless, as though struck dumb by
a thunderbolt, so stunned were they by Mbengue’s outburst.
Recovering from his amazement, the second man grabbed
Mbengue by the throat and shouted at him:

‘Who do you think you are, you little shit, to lecture us? At
home. I've got five mouths to feed and clothe and shelter, the
same age as you. I'm sure you're just like them, and do nothing
to help your father. You don’t go and fetch water, to help your
mother and your sister. Do you ever pick up a spade to fill in the
holes in your house? At your age, you are still fed and clothed
and given a roof over your head. Who are you to talk about
honesty and integrity?’

As the worker raged on, his grip on Mbengue’s throat was
becoming tighter and tighter. Mbengue started choking, his
tongue hanging out.

‘SGamba! Samba, calm down,’ the other man intervened,
loosening the iron grip of his fingers.

‘Father, forgive him. Forgive him in Yallah’s name,’ said Taaw,
pushing Samba’s hand away.

- Mbengue was spluttering, tears streaming from his eyes.

Mam Ass led him away. ‘

‘See if their names are down.’

Diallo opened a ledger with a black cover. They’re at the top
of the list: Babacar Samba and Ismaila Diagne, skilled masons.’

‘Keep quiet now. Especially you, Samba,’ said Tonton Gaston;
then to Taaw: ‘Take this note, and go to the harbour. You'll find
a man there called Bachirou.”

‘I'd prefer to go to Gabon, Tonton. There’s more money there.
Don’t forget that my wife is expecting our first child.”

Tonton Gaston pushed up his silver-framed glasses with his
forefinger, in his habitual way. He said in a protective voice:

‘Taaw, you don’t have any qualifications to get you onto the
list. They don’t want unskilled labour in Gabon. Now do you
want to go and see Bachirou or not?’

Feeling unsure of what to do, Taaw glanced around the room.
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“Tonton,’ interrupted Diallo, who had finally got up from his
chair, ‘Tonton, this Bachirou needs something to help him under-
stand, before he’ll oblige anybody.”

There was silence.

‘My son, listen to me carefully,” began Samba, facing Taaw.
‘My son, I have heard you talking about your wife who has
honoured you. If it pleases Yallah, you will soon be a father.
Remember that by giving a handful of seed, (he closed his hand),
you will fill your granary with enough to delight your family
and your friends; and you will feel like a man ..." he ended off,
very impressed by his own words.

‘Monsieur Gaston!’ the director called out from the other of-
fice. . '

“Yes, sir; Gaston answered, holding out the note to Taaw:
‘Find at least a thousand francs.* That’s what will help him
understand.’

Taking the piece of paper, Taaw went to join his two friends
They went out together.

“That old fart can be lucky! I could have messed him up,’
Mbengue swaggered, smoothing down his combat outfit.

‘Boy, you going to grease someone’s palm so you can get
work? You really disappoint me, boy,” said Mam Ass.

‘T'd do even more than that to get a job. Soon I'm going to be
a father ... And I want to leave home,” Taaw explained.

“You're an arsehole, boy ... But you do it in style, I must say!
You’ve hit the jackpot. Your father-in-law to be, Goor Yummbul,
has got plenty. You really think he’ll kick you out?... That he'll
throw his daughter out onto the street?...”

‘Never,” agreed Mam Ass.

“Your father-in-law will take you into his concession. He’ll put
you up with his daughter. And if you haven’t got a job, is that
your fault?’

‘I don’t think like you.”

* Author’s note: one thousand francs C.FA. (Communauté Financiére
Africaine)
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‘Boy, you really are an arsehole. But not a small-time one. Your
father-in-law will proudly bounce his grandson on his knees.
And from time to time, he’ll even give you some pocket money,
you'll see.’

‘No, I don’t think like you.’

‘“That old saying is true. The oldest son is either super smart
or super stupid. As for you, you're as thick as a chamber pot.’

‘Thanks. Ciao.’

Yaye Dabo was becoming more and more alarmed by the argu-
ments between her oldest son and her husband. She was re-
signed to the domestic scenes between husband and wife, but
the open hostility between father and son went beyond her
comprehension. When Taaw was in prison, Baye Tine had left
the house and quite openly gone to live with his second wife.
She had appealed to the Imam, the community’s moral centre,
in the hope that her husband would resume his mémeé. If not for
her sake, as his wife, at least for the children and also because of
the neighbours. On her knees, she had begged Baye Tine to
forgive her. After the elders had approached him, Baye Tine had
taken up again his conjugal rotations. After her son’s release,
Yaye Dabo made a concerted effort to keep her home peaceful
and in order: she was always available, acquiescent, and sym-
pathetic to her husband’s complaints. '

That morning the situation had reached breaking point. She
strongly felt the need to keep Taaw away from his father. After
Baye Tine had left, she hurriedly rinsed his trousers and hung
them out on the line to dry. She had smeared Abdou’s buttocks
with karité butter before sending him off to the Daraa.

‘Dabo! Dabo!’ called a woman'’s voice.

‘Soumaré! Soumaré, queen of Nglam ...,
Dabo.

‘I see it's your mémé,” said the Soumaré* in a friendly voice,

r’

answered Yaye

* Translator’s note: her nameis Soumaré. ‘The’ is an affectionate usage,
implying that she is well known and respected.
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the handle of her red plastic bucket hooked over her forearm.

‘Rather say you heard Abdou crying when his father was
thrashing him. As for me, I no longer need to purify myself when
I get out of bed,” Yaye Dabo replied, with a bitter note of
complaint in her voice.

‘Dabo, you're not going to tell me that you've given “it” up
already,” said Soumaré in a gently teasing voice, checking the
suggestive gesture she was making.

I fatten him up for my young co-wife,” Yaye Dabo confided,
forcing a bitter smile.

‘Ey! Yaye Dabo, don’t we all.’

‘But it’s true. All 'm good for is the bedside mat ...”

Soumaré laughed, displaying a fine set of teeth.

‘Don’t go and buy vegetables. I've got some very fresh ones.’

‘Sure thing! Let me get going before I melt in the sun.’

In the yard a little girl was doing the washing, leaning her
head on her shoulder. Music was playing on the radio next to
her, and her hands were working in time to the beat. Yaye Dabo
took out the short table which served as a counter for the
condiments she had for sale. As Baye Tine gave her only twelve
thousand francs* a month for her three sons, she ran this small
business to supplement her household income.

Taaw came running in.

‘Is the country burning down?’ she asked, surprised.

Taaw, panting, held his forehead. He bent down, with his
hands on his knees.

‘Mother, I need a thousand francs.’

‘Reek! A thousand francs,” she repeated ironically. ‘And where
do you think I'm going to find a thousand francs?’

‘Mother, it’s a bribe I need for someone who's going to get me
ajob.

Yaye Dabo sat down on the little bench. Taaw crouched in
front of her, resting his hand on her knee and looking lovingly
at her. The mother was moved, and turned her eyes from him to
* Author’s note: twelve thousand francs C.EA.
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the little girl doing the washing.

For years now she had wanted to confide in someone, even if
only her son. To speak about her household, her husband, and
her children’s future. Ever since they had moved to this suburb,
she had been her husband’s doormat. During the day, Baye Tine
would take up his mémé, but in private, he refused to carry out
his conjugal duties — and this had been going on for three years.
The first month it happened, she had complained to the Imam.
The outcome was even more painful and humiliating: that night,
Baye Tine hurled torrents of abuse at her so vulgar that she had
broken out in a sweat ... a bitch on heat, he called her. And one
night, she had been chased from the bed. With all intercourse
between herself and her husband broken off, she spent the night
of her mémé on a mat on the floor at the foot of the bed, covered
with a loincloth. She had never breathed a word of this to
anyone. She accepted all the suffering that her husband inflicted
on her, so that her children might succeed in life. Is that not the
lot of the woman, of the wife? So she had been told. So it is
believed.

‘Mother, why are you crying? Taaw asked, his forehead
creased in a frown.

At the corners of his mouth, two manly lines were beginning
to appear: ‘Mother, I've only got seventy-five francs.’

Yaye Dabo wiped her tears with her long shirt. Standing up,
she unpegged Baye Tine’s trousers and felt the wet patch before
folding them up.

‘Taaw,” she said in a soft voice, “if it really is to get work, sell
these,

‘Mother! Those are my father’s trousers!

‘I know that better than you do.” She forced the trousers into
his hands. .

Taaw walked away with measured steps.

Just outside the concession, an enormous baobab in the
middle of the untarred road blocked out the horizon, creating a
natural traffic circle. Barriers of concrete, wood and galvanized
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iron lined the road on either side, broken here and there by
streets and alleys. Groups of young girls in the same age group
and from the same village walked past briskly in the hope of
finding jobs as maids. The warm, bright, daring colours of their
outfits shimmered like a bed of nodding flowers. Empty cans
and broken glass bottles glinted here and there, catching the
slanting rays of the rising sun. The hubbub was growing steadily
louder. _

‘Taaw,’ called Astou, coming to meet him.

A smile lit her whole face, and her hands made a half-move-
ment. ‘I saw you running into your house. I hope nothing’s
wrong,’ she said, looking up at him.

‘Nothing serious! I wanted to borrow a thousand francs from
my mother. Can you believe it, I'm going to have to pay
somebody to give me a job,” Taaw replied, taking her hands in
his.

‘She lent you the money?’

‘No! But she suggested that I sell my father’s trousers instead.
And where are you going?’

Astou looked suddenly apprehensive.

‘I'm going to the Family Planning Clinic,” she answered and
then speaking rapidly: “Taaw, a son should never sell his father’s
trousers — that brings bad luck. Think of our child.”

Moving her elbows and wrists, she gathered up her large
sky-blue boubou, pushing its folds under her armpits. She op-
ened her handbag and, taking out two five-hundred franc notes,
handed them to Taaw. She smiled. Taaw held the generous hand
in his, caressing it with his thumb.

Astou Ngom'was seventeen and a half years old.

Their romance had started more than four years ago. They
believed that they had invented their own invisible language,
more sensitive than any other, which allowed them to have
contact and to live out their demanding and intense relation-
ship. When they met in public, they would brush lightly against
each other, and smile. Their hearts’ silent voices found express-
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ion in looks, gestures and smiles. As their hearts opened to each
other, so their desire to touch each other grew stronger.

Their first union took place on the night of Mawloud, the
birthday of the prophet Mohamadou Rassoulillahi. In the dee-
pest moment of the night, in the tumult of the chanting, the
young people slipped off together as many other couples were
doing. No longer frightened of parents or concerned about other
people, they loved each other freely. After this, they met in all
sorts of different places.

‘I waited for you the other day at Adama’s’, said Taaw.

His thumb was stroking, up and down.

‘We're being watched.’

Taaw looked up and met the gaze of the shoemaker who kept
shop under the baobab. He withdrew his hand. They devoured
each other with their eyes before going their separate ways.

Neither Astou nor Taaw had yet given much thought to how
their parents would react. But Astou knew that her father, Aladji
Ngom, nicknamed Goor Yummbul, was aware of her pregnancy.

After three months and several suns, Astou had disclosed her
condition to her mother, Sohna, in the latter’s room. For a
moment, the mother remained frozen. Then, as though she was
- demented, she threw herself at Astou and, fumbling under her
daughter’s loincloth, fiercely grabbed her crotch. Astou
screamed.

“You got it in through here and I'm going to get it out the same
way ...

Astou’s screams brought the three other co-wives running in.
They had to struggle to unprise Sohna’s hand which was claw-
ing at her daughter’s flesh, her fingertips and nails spotted with
blood.

Tl kill this slut,” Sohna was crying over and over, beside
herself with rage, while the first and second wives restrained
her.

The fourth wife took Astou to her quarters, to kéep her under
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her protection. It was a rule agreed to among the co-wives that
none of them had the right to go after her children if they had
sought refuge with one of the other wives. Safe from her
mother’s violent attacks, Astou confessed to her other mothers.
Sohna, whose hopes as a mother had been dashed, was reviling
her daughter. She could see herself mocked and hounded by the
jeers of the co-wives and all the women in the neighbourhood.
The entire female population would laugh at her behind her
back. For days, her anger did not abate.

The first wife, the doyenne, already past fifty, called the other
three together: Nafissatou the second, Sohna the third, and the
fourth, Bineta.

‘Let us accept this trial as a divine sign. After all, it affects all
of us. The real problem is our husband. How are we going to tell
him the truth before he finds it out in the street?’ '

The doyenne, who knew her husband’s weak spot, suggested
they wait for the most favourable opportunity before breaking
the news of Astou’s pregnancy to him. All agreed to avoid their
1’ zhi-time conjugal duties.

Astou returned to her mother’s quarters.

Aladji Ngom did not go unnoticed in the neighbourhood. A
lear old man in his seventies, he had small piercing eyes full of
mis ‘hief; his white goatee trimmed to a point was the only
van ty that he allowed himself. He used to be a driver. When
he retired, he acquired a second-hand Peugeot van and wrote
above the windscreen, in black the Arabic script, and in red the
Latin, for GOOR YUMMBUL (‘It is hard to be a man."). Proud
of this nickname assumed during his adolescence, he had fi-
nally lived up to it. A beast of burden, he had built his own
concession — and it was a large one - and had walled it around.
Father of twenty-eight children, he had four wives, each of
whom occupied her own part of the house. He had arranged
for himself his own universe, and when it was her mémé, each
wife would come and spend three nights with him. As he was
of the old school, the women and children came to pay him
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their respects as soon as he got home from work at the end of
each day.

That night Sohna, Astou’s mother, made herself beautiful, so
that her mémé would be perfectly consummated. She had redone
her plaits, her palms and heels were dyed with henna, and she
wore a light, see-through blouse with a neck low enough to
reveal her well-rounded shoulders; a valuable handwovencloth
moulded her hips. Her body was perfumed, and incense filled
the room. During the intimate meal for two, she mischievously
teased the old man with seemingly innocent gestures, bold
language and studied abandon, in order to arouse his desire. At
the same time, she was surreptitiously keeping a close watch on
him, and a few times caught the glint of desire in Goor Yumm-
- bul’s eye. Knowing that he had been starved of sex for some
days, she flitted about around him.

Aladji, relaxed, was feeling light-hearted and buoyant. After
the meal, he stretched out on the couch as usual, enjoying a
Xalam solo, the music he enjoyed most after the reading of the
Koran.

Sohna got Astou to come in behind her. They took their places
on the mat. Astou kept behind her mother, her fear draped over
her like a cloak.

' “Nidiaye!"* Sohna whispered.

Calmly, the old man turned to look at them. His little eyes
lighted first on the one, and then on the other. Astou, feeling his
searching gaze upon her, turned to ice.

T'm listening,” he said.

‘We have been tainted with shame. Astou is expecting ...”

Aladji lifted a scrawny arm to turn down the volume.

‘What were you saying?’

‘Astou has sinned.’

‘Which Astou?”

The question stunned Sohna, the mother. She was distraught,
but made an immense effort to control herself. Aburning sensa-
* Author’s note: Uncle. When used by the wife: ‘darling’, or ‘my lord'.
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tion shot through her body and her mouth contorted in a nerv-
ous twitch. A drop of sweat trickled its way down her spine.

‘Astou Ngom, my daughter.’

The words tumbled out, and she swallowed hard. Then, her
face radiant with tenderness, she turned to her daughter who
was stifling her groans. The gold chain around the mother’s
neck gleamed, striking against her black skin.

The liquid notes of the Xalam were pouring into the room,
reminiscent of those days when men were still heroes. Only the
wall of silence echoed back, like a raging tornado taking endless
agonising seconds to coil itself up.

‘Does she at least know ..."

Goor Yummbul refused to complete his sentence. As he
crossed his arms over his chest, his gaze lingered on his wife...

‘It's Taaw,” Sohna hastened to reply. And in a sudden rush of
words, she felt it wise to add: “Taaw, the oldest son of Baye Tine
and Yaye Dabo. Their house is just behind here. They aren’t
lower caste. They are respectable folk. You ...’

‘Doy na! That’s enough!’ the man barked out.

These two words went through the woman’s heart like a
sharp blade.

The silence hung heavy in the thick atmosphere. '

The man lifted his eyes to the ceiling. In the naked light, the
hard lines of his face stood out, and his goatee appeared unnatu-
rally white.

Repeated coughing and scraping sounds told Sohna that
outside the room her co-wives were supporting her. For days on
end, they had tried to predict what the husband’s questions
would be, and to work out what answers to give him. Sohna had
expected Goor Yummbul to shout, curse, storm, and even beat
her. Her strategy had crumbled. Faced with the silence and the
man’s composure, she was losing control of the situation. She
was humiliated by the harsh command he had given her in her
daughter’s presence. At that moment she would rather have
committed infanticide, than suffer such shame.
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Astou, who was prostrate, suddenly clutched her hands to her
“mouth.

‘Put it back where it came from,’ the father ordered, pointing
at Astou.

‘Don’t you vomit here,” he added.

Her cheeks puffed out, she pressed her hands against her
mouth. The liquid started oozing out between her fingers. She
was going through agony.

‘Swallow it,” the father repeated firmly.

Sohna felt sorry for her daughter. She watched her gulp down
mouthful after mouthful.

‘Have you spoken to anyone else about this?’ he asked, his
face impassive.

He seemed to be groping for an elusive idea.

‘Nidiaye, would I dare to parade our shame before anyone

~else?” Sohna returned vehemently, raising her hand as though
taking an oath.

Goor Yummbul let out a quivering sneer, loaded with irony.
‘Love a woman, but never trust her,’ he thought to himself,
remembering the words of the sage. He was convinced that his
household, the neighbours, the people in the street and in the
entire neighbourhood, all knew of his shame. He was known
and respected in the area and had a position to maintain.

“Tell your daughter to get out.’

Sohna patted Astou’s knee. With one hand holding her mouth,
Astou used the other one to press herself up from the ground.
She almost fell, and steadied herself by leaning on her mother’s
head. Sohna stood up quickly to support the weight of her
daughter’s body. This succession of gestures and movements
which bore witness to someinvisible bond, incensed the old man.
Sohna'’s eyes followed Astou’s bare feet as they padded out.

As soon as Astou had escaped, she vomited.

The murmuring of women’s voices was heard.

In the silent lounge, the music was overpowering. Sohna, her
eyes downcast, smoothed out the edges of her loincloth.
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Aladji Ngom, alias Goor Yummbul, prided himself on belong-
ing to a family of noble descent. An untainted line had passed
down from generation to generation the highest virtues and
principles. Never had the Ngoms made their way by the use of
force or perfidy, or through the desire for gain, or in the pursuit
of fame. He himself lived and struggled only for his family. He
had given them the best of himself. Four of his sons had gone
into exile ... Two daughters had married men of low social
standing, which he could not accept. Was he questioning the
meaning of his life? His sacrifice? He had reaped nothing but
bitterness. His self-respect and pride had been wounded once
again, and he was regretting all the years that he had slaved for
them. He found no answer to any of his questions. He took
refuge in the distant past, where he found comfort, and from
where he condemned the values of the present.

‘Is my bed ready?’ he asked, his voice thick with reproach.

"Yes, Nidiaye.

- With accusing eyes fixed on the woman, he stood up to go to
his bedroom. Once he had closed the door and switched off the
lights, Sohna joined him in bed. The subtle exhalation of her
perfume excited the man’s senses, and aroused his desire. The
contact of his body with the woman’s caused a conflict between
desire, willpower, and the state of his nerves. After two weeks
of deprivation, he had felt a fleeting urge when he woke up that
morning.

During the day, Goor Yummbul’s thoughts had inadvertently
turned to ‘it’. He had also puzzled over the behaviour of three
of his wives during their mémé. During the meal, he had re-
sponded to Sohna's teasing play. His eyes had been arrested by
the fullness and beauty of the woman’s rounded shoulders. Her
skin, black as night, made the gold chain around her neck stanid
out, sparkling as it caught the light. Each of her graceful, fe-
minine movements gave off a soft fragrance of gongo.* The old

* Translator’s note: a type of incense, crushed intoa powder. Itis placed
in little bags against the skin, under a dress or loincloth.
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man was seduced by all these charms, and had savoured, in
anticipation, the pleasures that were awaiting him. His desire
was awakened ... sublime feeling! ,

The revelation of his daughter’s condition stopped short his
inner urge. Like water through a crack in a dam wall, the
unpleasant news invaded his being drop by drop, until it petri-
fied his joints, blocking in him all desire to make love.

With a sudden rough, aggressive movement, the old man
pushed away Sohna’s knee which was brushing lightly against
him, and turned his back to her.

During the following suns, Goor Yummbul's relentless silence
kept his four wives and the children on tenterhooks. An atmos-
phere of mourning hung over them. Aladji Ngom-Goor Yumm-
bul was deaf to any conversation, word, or sign. This distance
he imposed, and his refusal to honour his wives, frightened and
alarmed all. Everyone was expecting some violent outbreak, but
it never came. Perhaps the man, growing old, and worn out by
the daily struggle for his family’s wellbeing, was bowing down
to the storm inside him, waiting for it to pass. In the concession,
the tension of fear subsided as the days went by. Wives and
children resumed their humdrum lives. Astou no longer hid her
very obvious pregnancy, and she came with the others to greet
her father at the end of each day.

Weeks later, Aladji Ngom took up the issue with Baye Tine.
They were on their way back from a funeral service.

‘One of my daughters has been “wronged”, began Goor
Yummbul as soon as they were out of the cemetery.

‘Han!” Baye Tine exclaimed walking with his potbelly pro-
truding. ‘What times we live in! Tknow how you feel. These days
children have no respect for their parents’ honour. You work
yourself into the ground to give them food and clothes and a
roof over their heads, and they drag your name in the dirt with
their shameless acts.’

Some faithfuls overtook them.

‘My daughter says that it's your son Taaw who is the
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“craftsman”.’

Baye Tine stopped short, and stared at Goor Yummbul's neck.

‘Did you say Taaw?’

“Yes, your son Taaw,” Goor Yummbul replied, looking straight
into Baye Tine’s eyes as the latter caught up with him.

For a while Baye Tine said nothing, allowing his eyes to
wander.

*Amine! Amine! May Yallah grant divine mercy to the deceased
and may he keep us all alive by taking us under his all-powerful
protection. May he help us every day,” Goor Yummbul pro-
claimed to the world at large, for the benefit of a passing group
of men escorting the local chief and the Imam. They answered
in chorus: ‘Amine! Amine!’ as they went on their way.

‘So what have you got to say about it?’ the seventy-year-old
demanded of Baye Tine, a man of sixty-three, as though he were
a child.

‘Taaw has nothing. He has nothmg to put in his stomach, let
alone to cover his backside with ..

From behind white lashes Wthh looked like a curtain of
cotton threads, Goor Yummbul’'s narrowed eyes haughtily
scanned Baye Tine's face.

‘Neither his mother nor Taaw has confided in me,’ Baye Tine
said in justification, trying to dodge the question.

He said to himself that Aladji was trying to find a father for
his daughter’s child, to save face. He said in conclusion: ‘It
happens that girls, in the confusion of this kind of predicament,
pin the blame onto a man who ...

‘Are you disputing what I say? Goor Yummbul demanded,
irritated by Baye Tine’s insinuations.

‘I haven't finished, Aladji.’

In this township, everybody knew what everybody else was
up to. Baye Tine had the reputation of being a profiteer and a
liar of the first order. Already, Goor Yummbul felt contempt for
this man. The thought of him as a future in-law filled him with
bitterness. Without another word, he left Baye Tine.
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The tugboat’s sharp whistle could be heard repeatedly in the
distance. Out at sea, between Goree Island and the jetty — a
stony arm extending out into the sea — a steamer glided over
the water. A strong, low wind ruffled the surface, whipping up
small silver-crested waves. The launch which served to link the
island and the mainland started pitching as it reached the open
sea.

The heavy traffic at the entrance to the docks was being
regulated by policemen and customs officials, and idlers, swind-
lers and dealers swarmed around in a seething mass. A strong,
persistent smell, a combination of the stench of rancid oil, refuse
thrown up by the ocean and rotten fish, assailed the nostrils. The
vibrations of a pneumatic drill added to the din of engines, cars
and motorbikes.

Bachirou, a celebrity around the docks, was not difficult to
find. He had his office out in the open, under a snack-bar
canopy. Wearing an embroidered, white-striped grey caftan
and a red fez, his eyes hidden behind dark glasses, he was
sitting with one arm leaning on the metal table, an attaché-case
and a half-empty cup of coffee in front of him. Behind the
glasses, his darting eyes kept a close watch on the entrance to

sthe quays. Taaw stood in line waiting his turn. Twice, Bachirou
had gone into the enclosed area of the quays and walked out
again as though from his own lounge. On familiar terms with
the policemen, the customs officials and the drivers, he chatted
away enthusiastically.

‘Okay petit, you're next,’ said Bachirou after shaking hands
with his last two clients.

Once he had read the note, he carefully looked Taaw up and
down.

“Tonton Gaston sent me. I've got my elementary diploma.’

Bachirou smiled at him. Or rather, he pulled his mouth so that
he looked like someone in the know.

“Take a seat, petit, he invited, condescendmg. You must
know, petit, these days it's more difficult to get a job than a wife.
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People with B.A s, engineers, doctors, nobody’s got jobs. Not to
mention all the skilled workers just sitting around. There’s
nothing you're qualified for ... And you’ve never worked.’

‘It's true, Grand-bi*, but I have to find work. My wife is
expecting our first child,” Taaw said, pleading his case.

‘I like your honesty ... Youssou! Youssou! Wait, I want to talk
toyou’

Bachirou briskly walked over to Youssou who was dressed in
ared and yellow-striped boubou. He had a thick neck, with rolls
of fat. Taaw watched the two men conversing at a distance.

‘So, petit, Tonton Gaston put you in the know?’ Bachirou asked
when he came back.

“Yes,’ Taaw replied, slipping him the two five-hundred-franc
notes.

Bachirou openly checked the money before pocketing it.

‘It’s for your file. With your diploma you could be an assistant
plasterer, with a good chance of being promoted. Is that a pair
of trousers you've got there?

“Yes, they’re my uncle’s. I have to go to the tailor, Taaw
replied, not knowing why he lied. Then, he pleaded: ‘Help me,
Grand-bi. You won'’t be sorry, he ended off, repeating exactly
what he had heard a mason saying to Tonton Gaston at the
Labour Office.

‘These are the conditions. I find you a job, you sign an ‘i.o.u.”:
a quarter of your monthly salary for five months. It's to help
you. '

Tl go along with that, Grand-bi. A quarter of my salary for
five months.’

“That's it, petil. Be here tomorrow morning at half-past five.’

“Tomorrow?’

‘Yes, tomorrow. By the way, what's your name?’

‘Taaw.”

Bachirou scratched the word ‘Taaw’ in Arabic letters on his
left palm, and tapped his forehead.

* Translator’s note: Grand-bi = Bi = term used to address an elder.
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Taaw left with the trousers, his heart filled with hope and joy.
On the gates of three workshops he read: ‘No vacancies.” He
laughed. How many times hadn’t he read those signs! How
many times had his heart not ached! A flood of disappointment
had swept over him every time. It had been his ambition to
study computer science. He held it against his father that he had
been expelled from school. As the years went by, the anger he
felt towards his father had grown to such an extent that the
thought of killing him sometimes crossed his mind. He saw his
father, a wreck, relentlessly battering his mother. Tomorrow he
would start working! His thoughts turned to Astou, and to his
mother. His father would be proud of him, and respect him. And
he, Taaw, would show him the door ... Yes, he would throw his
father out. Yaye Dabo would intervene and say to him: “Taaw,
this is your father, my husband. You can’t put him outlikea dog.’
And he, a responsible man, would say to his father: “You can be
grateful to my mother! When I was very small, you took the
bursary awarded to me by the State, to go off and take a second
wife. And our house in the médina, you squandered the money
from that ... on your own pleasure.’

‘Taaw, you do not speak to your father like that.’

The siren of an ambulance rushing past at full speed jolted
Taaw out of his imagined monologue. Curious, his eyes fol-
lowed the ambulance as it weaved its way through the cars. He
looked around. Two young women in a stationary grey Toyota
right opposite the harbour gate attracted his attention. One of
the women, the one behind the steering-wheel, had skin the
colour of pumpkin flesh, with lips, eyelashes and eyebrows
lined cheekily with thick, shiny black. On her wrist she wore a
dozen or so thin gold bracelets. She was tapping her fingers on
the side rear-view mirror. The other one, who looked less de-
pigmented — possibly because of the shadow in the car - also
seemed to be on the look-out. She watched everything that was
going on around them.

“The truck will be coming out soon,’ the first one said, her eyes
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following a motor cycle.

‘I's too risky to try to take it all out at once,” the second one
replied, turning to her companion.

‘Bachirou knows what he’s doing. If he wants it all to come
out at once, it's because he knows whoever’s on duty. Bachirou
is a man of his word. You ...’

The second one nudged her. Both stared at Taaw who was
looking at them, more out of fascination than anything else. He
continued on his way, repeating to himself the snippet of con-
versation which he had gleaned: ‘Bachirou knows what he’s
doing.’ He felt confident about his future. Tomorrow he would
be working.

Taaw had made a promising start to his studies. He was a
responsive pupil, and sailed through primary school. He was
awarded his primary school diploma at the age of twelve, and
went on to pass the entrance exam to the High School. This
double success earned him a bursary and a number of prizes.
The headmaster called Baye Tine in to congratulate him -on
raising his son so well. Baye Tine framed the diploma and hung
it ostentatiously in his lounge. Yaye Dabo was not sparing in the
praises she gave her son. Both father and mother could already .
see in Taaw the future supporter of the family, who would be

their safeguard when they grew old.
 The following year, in the middle of the school term, the
family moved to the township. Taaw and his younger brother
Souleymane had to travel eleven kilometres between home and
school four times a day. They had been there for barely five
weeks when Souleymane, who was nine years old, fell ill. He
missed the rest of the year. Yaye Dabo had to cope with these
problems alone: finding money for transport, nursing Souley-
mane, and also keeping an eye on Abdou who would drift off
to the beach with the other young imps of his age. Baye Tine had
just taken a second wife, and was squandering all the money
they had saved by moving.

.One night, in their candlelit bedroom, Yaye Dabo finally
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found the courage to approach her husband about it. This was
still before he had chased her out of bed.

‘Baye, you must help me,” she said in a very gentle voice,
fastening her nightcloth.

The flickering light of the candle threw her thick shadow
against the wall.

‘What have you been doing with the allowance I give you
every month?’ Baye Tine asked sternly, sitting on the edge of the
bed, wearing nothing but an old faded gown.

The man knew his wife. Whenever she started with this
whining tone, it was because she wanted to get something out
of him.

‘I can’t cover the cost of the children’s clothes, their food, and
the medicines I need for Souleymane, all by myself ... Taaw has
abursary. You are pocketing that money ... as well as the family
allowance. But his transport and stationery for school have still
got to be paid for. I'm asking nothing, absolutely nothing, for
myself.’

Baye Tine sat squarely on his buttocks. He tapped his one bent
knee with a knowing air. He deliberately allowed some mo-
ments of silence to pass. Somewhere the beating of drums
pierced the wall of night. Closer by, in the street, strains of
modern music approached and then faded again.

‘It's you who put that idea in their heads! Because you your-
self need money.’

‘No! No! Taaw told me so. And he told me to ask you. Taaw
isn’t stupid.’

‘So I'm the one who's stupid?’

The cloth which Yaye Dabo wore tightly around her hair made
her head look like a round ball. She crept to the far end of the
bed. She couldn’t express her secret thoughts for fear of arousing
her husband'’s irritation.

“You tell Taaw to come and talk to me about it. Anything Taaw
may own or possess belongs to me ...’

‘We were paid compensation money for moving to this sub-
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urb. And I don’t see how that money has helped us ... me and
the children?’

‘Ahan! Now you’re saying what you really mean. Do you
know how much I cashed in?’

“You never told me.’

Baye Tine swung himself around, and stared straight at her.
Yaye Dabo, lying on the bed with her back to him, moved further
away from him and faced the wooden wall. She regretted having
spoken at all.

‘Now I have to report to you on everything I do, is that it?
Who are you that I should be accountable to you? And justify
what I do? Ey! Listen to me carefully ... In this house, I'm the
one who wears the trousers. The problem is that you're jealous.
So you think I'm wasting my money on your co-wife? I knew
you’d bring her into it.’

‘Baye, it was very good that you took a second wife. AllI want
you to do is help me raise our children and make them men of
the future. I'm sorry if I offended you ... Bal maa! Bal maa, Tine,
she ended off.

Her eyes ran along the narrow slit between two badly-joined
boards. She gently ran her hand over it. A fresh breeze licked
over her skin.

“Tomorrow,” she said to herself, T'll fill it up.” She pulled up
the covers.

Baye Tine was seething, even though she had touched his one
sensitive spot. He took pride in being acknowledged as the
master. A few days after that, he magnanimously gave money
to Yaye Dabo, saying to her:

“You can see tHis as moral compensation for the grief that I'm
causing you by taking a second wife.’

Yaye Dabo was deeply hurt by this. If she had not needed the
money for her children, she would have refused it. She saved on
transport at lunch-time by giving Taaw money to buy some-
thing to keep his hunger pangs at bay. At the end of the year,
Taaw was amongst those who had to repeat the class. As for
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Souleymane, he had been taken out of school because of the lack
of money, and because they were waiting for a new primary
school to open in the area ... All parents were supposed to
contribute towards its building costs ... During the holidays
Yaye Dabo made enquiries about a school closer by for Taaw,
but there was no secondary school on the city outskirts. A few
days before school re-opened, she went to see her brother Sak-
haly Dabo, a tailor by trade.

The brother received his older sister into his spacious, osten-
tatiously furnished lounge, complete with refrigerator, colour
television, heavy Empire period armchairs fitted with plastic
covers in pale blue-and-yellow stripes, an abundance of photo-
graphs on the walls, and glass sideboard filled with trinkets.

‘Ey! Yaye, you have come to scold me,” Sakhaly said, craning
his neck because of the hump on his left shoulder.

This deformity was also the cause of a slight limp.

Yaye Dabo sat down in an armchair facing the front door. She
undid the big white scarf wrapped around her headcloth.

“Your visit fills my heart with joy. You hadn't forgotten that on
Fridays I come home to eat?’

‘It's a heritage from our father. Every Friday, the whole family
used to gather around him.’

‘We did,” Sakhaly affirmed, as he sat down.

They reminisced about their childhood, until they were inter-
rupted by Sakhaly’s first wife, Aida, coming in with the welcom-
ing water. She made a deferential half genuflexion.

‘Oldest of mothers, you must be exhausted by this heat. For
weeks now we* have been begging Sakhaly to fix the refrigerator
so that we can have some cold water.’

Her comment was heavy with reproach.

“You know that I got the repairmen in, and paid them to fix it.
But we always end up back where we started. Every household
in the neighbourhood uses this refrigerator. Do you know, Aida,
how much a new refrigerator of this size would cost?’

* Author’s note: understand by ‘we’ herself and her co-wife.
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All eyes turned to the bright white monster on its stand. Yaye
Dabo noticed that the door was ajar. She was annoyed by the
domestic quarrel starting up over something so trivial. She
knew that her younger brother’s wife completely dominated
him.

‘Public transport really is an ordeal. I was thrown around the
whole way,” Yaye Dabo said as she handed the bowl of water
back to Aida. ‘Thank you!... Thank you!... Kane*’

‘And my nephew Djibril Taaw? I'm his uncle, yet he doesn’t
even visit me. Doesn’t he know that I have more authority over
him than his father? ’Sakhaly declared, demonstrating his verbal
skill.

‘Dabo, what you say is true ... But there’s more to it than that.”

‘Are you trying to punish us, oldest of mothers, because we -
haven’t been to see you since you moved to the township? Is
that why you deprive the uncle of his nephew?’

‘Aida, spare me please,’ Yaye Dabo said, careful not to chal-
lenge Aida in a field where she excelled. ‘Until this morning, I
didn’t even know that I was coming to see you. I've come to get
school supplies for Taaw and for Souleymane ... Abdou is going
to the Daraa.’

‘Give me the list I'll buy those things.” Sakhaly stretched out
his arm.

A little girl of about nine or ten spread out a new mat while
the first wife brought a bowl of golden rice, fried and garnished
with grouper and vegetables.

‘Oldest of mothers, if I had dreamed that you might be com-
ing, T would have slaughtered a sheep in your honour,’ Aida
said, handing YAye Dabo the finger-bowl. ‘Come, oldest of
mothers ... there ..

Yaye Dabo washed her hands.

Sakhaly took his usual place in one of the armchairs. ‘Bissimi-
lahi,’ he pronounced. The meal was animated by talk of various
issues in their lives. Aida directed the small-talk, supportmg
* Author’s note: Aida’s family name.
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now her sister-in-law, now her husband. She avoided meeting
Yaye Dabo’s eyes.

‘Thaven’t seen my co-wife yet,” Yaye Dabo stated, by way of
changing the conversation.

‘She makes herself beautiful, like all second wives, on the day
of their mémé.

Yaye Dabo did not know what to make of this remark. Was
Aida alluding to the fact that Baye Tine had taken a second wife?

‘The awa* is queen in the home,” Yaye Dabo replied, washing
her hands again at the end of the meal.

‘Oh! I, you know, oldest of mothers, I do not try to compete
anymore. I have given to you the seed which Yallah planted in
my loins.’

“Truly, you have brought honour to our name. I pray that
Yallah may grant the children a life filled with happiness and
that they will help us through the hardships of old age.’

‘Amine! Amine! Queen of mothers,’ repeated Aida, removing
the container which the little girl had obediently come to
fetch.

Sakhaly rinsed his hands and went one better with his ‘Amine!
Amine! Ya Rabi’ Then, with one hard bite, he cracked open the
cola nut to give a piece to Yaye Dabo. He crunched noisily.

‘Sakhaly, I want to speak to you, and in Aida’s presence.’

‘I can leave, * Aida declared, looking stern as she made to go,
pushing herself up from the floor. '

Yaye Dabo held her back, placing her hand over Aida’s.

‘Do not misunderstand me. This concerns you. We live far,
very far away from Taaw’s school. Last year, he didn’t do well
in class because of the distances he had to travel. This coming
and going four times a day is too much for a young boy. I would
like it if he could come and have his lunches here. To tell you the
truth, this is the reason why I am here.’

‘Ey! Yaye, you make me sad. You don’t have to ask us. Am I
not Djibril’s uncle? and Aida his aunt?’

* Translator’s note: first wife.
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Sakhaly’s question hung in the air. Again he was using a
strong tone of voice to assert himself.

‘Queen of mothers, you are our elder. Sakhaly is right,” Aida
added.

She was taking care to make a good impression on her sister-
in-law.

Since Yaye Dabo had arrived, Aida had been wondering what
she could have come for. She had estranged Sakhaly from his
friends and his family. The man’s isolation made it so much
easier for her to keep him under her thumb. She continued, very
affably. ‘These days children don’t know their uncles, or their
aunts, or their cousins. The only people they know are their
mothers and fathers.’

‘1It's true, Kane,’ said Yaye Dabo; she caught her brother’s eyes
looking to Aida for approval.

‘Dabo! Dabo!’ came the piping voice of Anta Cissé, the second
wife, as she came before Yaye Dabo and did a genuflexion.

She was wearing a large see-through tulle camisole which
revealed her red brassidre and her white loin-cloth decorated
with thin red circles.

‘Cissé! Cissé!” Yaye Dabo responded. ‘I was beginning to think
you were giving me the cold shoulder.’ :

‘Yallah preserve me. Even if my heart told me to do so, my
will would not obey, Dabo. Don’t you see that I have made
myself beautiful for you ...? Especially for you.” '

‘I see that and I forgive you.’

Then Yaye Dabo filled her in on the reason for her visit. The
aunts agreed to the arrangements: Taaw would have a second
family. Sakhaly got up.

‘I must also get back,’” said Yaye Dabo, following her brother.

The two sisters-in-law showed great generosity. Aida gave
Yaye Dabo three thousand francs, and Anta gave her a valuable
new handwoven cloth.

‘Slowly, Taaw became a part of his uncle’s family. The first term
was a period of adjustment for him. He got to know all his
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cousins, and his two aunts. As for his uncle Sakhaly, he saw
nothing of him. The latter was there only once a week, after the
big Friday prayer once the children had already left for school.
Aunt Aida’s two eldest children went to the same school as
Taaw, and were two classes below him. At home, Taaw helped
them with their homework. He shared their meals with them. It
was a perfect environment for the development of young minds.
Aunt Anta Cissé, the second wife, had become attached to Taaw.
In return, Taaw looked after her child who was just starting
school. And the formidable Aunt Aida? Taaw was wary of her,
and kept out of her way. A strong feeling of apprehension
informed the way he behaved in her presence. For two months
running, Taaw came first in his class. Yaye Dabo told her son to
show his report to Aunt Aida.

‘Aunt, I came first again in my class,” Taaw came to tell her,
showing her his marks.

Without looking at the piece of paper, Aida frowned sternly
at the pupil.

“You should be helping your cousins too.’

‘But Aunt, I do help them,” Taaw protested.

Aunt Aida’s coarse face darkened. It was pinched.and irrit-
able, and stared contemptuously at Taaw. Taaw was vulnerable
and felt torn apart. For a short moment, their eyes met. Taaw
quickly looked away, more through alarm than politeness.
Dragging his feet, humiliated, the child withdrew to the doob
tree, taking his report with him.

As the days went by, Taaw noticed that all the members of the
household were avoiding him. Usually he would come home
with his cousins. Now, they were excluding him from their
games, forming a new group without him, and crossing to the
other side of the road if they saw him approaching. One day,
standing in the doorway of the house, Aunt Aida’s eldest son
Doudou mockingly asked him: ‘Taaw, isn’t there anything to eat
at your father’s house ...? You always eat at our house, why?’
The question took Taaw by surprise and he was lost for an
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answer. He had a lump in his throat. The other cousins took up
the chorus, chanting: ‘Taaw the xarann cat. Taaw the sponger.’
This taunting refrain hurt and angered Taaw. He went to his
Aunt Anta who sent him to Aunt Aida: ‘Don’t come and bother
me with your childish stories. Go and sit under the doob.” As he
walked off, he heard her say. ‘After all, if that’s what they’re
saying, it must be true.”

At midday, a fight broke out between Taaw and Doudou.
Doudou claimed that Taaw had insulted his father and mother.
Taaw tried in vain to deny this; Aida nevertheless called him all
sorts of names: ‘Ungrateful brat ... When we feed you ... Look
at you ... You’ve grown fat as a bull ..." Meanwhile, the other
aunt had removed her offspring, so that they wouldn’t hear all
this.

Taaw’s isolation increased during the following suns. Aunt
Aida assigned him a place in the shade. Now Taaw was eating
alone without moving from there, and then leaving for school.
But he never once told his mother what was happening to him
at his uncle’s house.

In the middle of the day, a scorching wind came up. Beasts
and humans alike sought rest, as if to store up energy for the rest
of the day. Taaw moved away from the shade of the treeto a
cooler spot, not far from Aunt Aida’s open window. He began
to revise his history lesson ...

‘Don’t you realize what Yaye Dabo’s plan is? She wants
Sakhaly to adopt his nephew. That's why she made Taaw come
here. There’s a school in her area. This scheme of hers will be to
the detriment of our own children,” Aunt Aida was saying. Taaw
listened carefullys

“Taaw eats a lot, and too quickly, too. You'd think he never got
any food at home,” Aunt Anta said.

‘How do you expect him to get enough to eat? Baye Tine gives
Yaye Dabo and her three children nothing. He wasted no time
using the money he got for clearing out of his house to take a
second wife, who's leading him a merry dance. And as you
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know, in a few months he’s going to put in for retirement. That’s
why Yaye Dabo wants to put this moral obligation on her
younger brother and take from our children their due.’

Aida had said all this in her loud, garrulous voice. Taaw forgot
his lesson: he must get up and escape. He was afraid that the
rustling of his caftan would give him away. On all fours, he
crawled towards the trunk of the doob.

‘Ey! Ey ... Taaw! What are you doing? That'll bring bad luck!

Mother! Mother!” shrieked Oulimata, Aunt Aida’s youngest
daughter.

‘What are you doing, Taaw, you wretched child? Kuf mala!
Aunt Aida screamed through the window.

Her coarse face crumpled up ... “ May the misfortune you are
invoking fall back upon you and your family.’

Aunt Aida suddenly appeared, followed closely by the other
children.

They all started berating Taaw for his behaviour which was
certain to bring misfortune down on them all. Taaw stood
hanging his head, avoiding their eyes.

‘Quick, wipe out the marks you made,” Aida ordered, as she
hit him over the head with a wong. “To whom do you wish
death? Kuf mala! May misfortune fall back on you.’

The wong sent a needle-sharp pain shooting through him,
spreading a burning sensation through the whole of his young
body. Taaw was drenched in a hot sweat; his ears were ringing.
With a desperate effort of will, he rubbed out the marks his knees
had made by walking backwards and using his feet.

The following suns were sheer agony, for Taaw. He was
completely ostracised by Aunt Aida, who terrified him. In her
presence, Taaw lost all sense of his own identity. Her hatred
enveloped him like a cloak which was suffocating him. Because
of his estrangement from his cousins and the pressure his aunt
brought to bear on him, he felt his isolation keenly, in his very
flesh, in his child’s heart. Instinctively, he accepted and sub-
mitted to his situation. After he had paid his respects to his two
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aunts, he would take his place under the doob, and there wait
for his food. The two aunts gave him the cold leftovers from the
night before. The child had not been on this diet for three weeks
when he caught dysentery and ran a high fever.

Yaye Dabo watched over her son. She had to take him into her
bedroom, because he was sleeping so fitfully. Her days were
spent doing the washing, lavishing care and attention on Taaw,
and cooking for Souleymane, Abdou and her husband Baye
Tine. Yaye Dabo made a proposal to her husband one morning
over breakfast, at the end of her mémé:

“Tonight you will be sleeping with your second wife. I would
like to bring Taaw in here, into our bedroom ...”

She paused. Sitting on the ground facing the man, her neck
and shoulders bent forward, she then said deliberately: “You can
stay with your second wife, until Taaw is well.”

‘Is it as bad as that?’ Baye Tine asked, after he had swallowed
a mouthful of bread and gulped down his tea. His eyes were
fixed on a point on her forehead which was covered by the
headcloth she wore at night.

“Yes,’ she replied, without raising her eyes.

That same day, she moved Taaw into her bedroom and set
about ridding his young body of the sickness. Either the Sou-
maré or the shameless Aminata would take over as home nurse
so that she could do her shopping. In his sleep Taaw would
thrash about, sweating profusely. He became delirious, and as
he tossed and turned, he would deny over and over; ‘It's not
true! Aunt, I'm telling you that he’s lying. Ask Abdouley? ... I
am not lying.” This monologue would end in yet more restless-
ness. Yaye Dabo felt that these words were some kind of warn-
ing. What little money she had put aside vanished rapidly on
medical expenses. She consulted a ‘set-cat’, a soothsayer, who
told her:

“There is somebody who wishes harm to your son. If you do
not protect him ... heis in danger of dying from this ... This child
is destined for a great future ... Fame awaits him.’



72 TAAW

Yaye Dabo believed him. She sacrificed two red roosters, to
remove the ciat (evil tongue) and the bét (evil eye) which were
hounding Taaw. She went to see a great witchdoctor who gave
her some safara' for Taaw. She herself, having returned to her
devotional ways, beseeched help from the Muslim saints, from
the prophets of Islam and from Yallah. Slowly, Taaw emerged
from the world of the sick. He started getting out of bed and
leaving the house to sit in the yard. At dawn, Yaye Dabo would
lead her son down to the sea so that he could take purifying
baths. He let her push his head under the water several times
his face turned towards the rising sun. Then the mother whisked
eggs over Taaw’s head and threw them in different directions.
She covered her son’s arms and loins with gris-gris.? She saw her
son picking up again, starting to move around on his own,
laughing with his brothers, watching television in the Sou-
maré’s lounge. The mother’s heart filled with joy every time she
heard Taaw’s lively voice. The illness had totally transformed
him. He seemed to have grown in character; his eyes shone with
the lustre of old ivory, and gazed out steady and direct.

One afternoon, when the sun was roughly in its fourth phase,
Taaw came to keep his mother company in the enclosure which
served as a kitchen.

‘Thaven’t been seeing my father?” Taaw said questioningly in
a calm voice.

Surprised by his question, Yaye Dabo stopped her work. She
saw Taaw’s penetrating look.

‘It is your father’s time at your little mother’s,” she replied.

Taaw stared at her with unwavering eyes.

‘Don’t look at me like that, Taaw’ she said, with anguish and
still feeling guilty.

Like a young girl overcome with confusion in her suitor’s
presence, she lowered her eyes. She was sorry she had lied to
him. During the two moons of the illness, Baye Tine had made

* Translator’s note: * kind of holy waters, blessed by a marabout, used
for ceremonial washing, * fetishes



73

a few appearances, only to slip off again for days on end to his
second wife. How had her son managed to guess at the estrange-
ment between herself and her husband? At that moment, her
gentle maternal tenderness gave way to deep fear. In an attempt
to overcome that feeling, blot it out, she said:

‘While you were still in bed, your school teacher and two
friends came around to see you. They left a message for you.’

Looking sideways towards the entrance of the concession,
Taaw watched the people who lived there coming home. He
seemed engrossed by his passing thoughts.‘ have to go back to
school ...”

“You can tell your uncle and aunts that I'm not very pleased
with them. Not one of them have come to find out how you are.’

‘Mother, I'm not going to eat at my uncle’s anymore.’

The determination in Taaw’s voice made it impossible to
argue with him. He spoke calmly about what had happened to
him with his cousins and his aunts. As Yaye Dabo listened to her
son, cries of ‘Ah! Ah!’ escaped from her ample breast, and in
between these exclamations she reeled off the Dabo family tree.

‘Now I know why you almost died! They wanted to kill you.
Why didn’t you tell me? Did you speak to your uncle about it?’

Taaw shook his head, and became withdrawn. There was a
long silence. '

When the women in the neighbourhood heard what had
caused Taaw’s illness, they were shocked. They gathered
together every day after lunch in the shade of the huts and
chattered. Greatly vexed by her younger brother’s indifference,
Yaye Dabo repeated over and over: ‘For two moons the child
was on the verge'of death. For two moons, my brother, same
father same mother, did not even bother to come and see his
nephew ... He could at least have sent someone to find out how
he was!’

‘Maybe he doesn’t know about it ... Maybe neither of the
wives told him ... If they were wanting to poison his nephew,
would they have dared to talk to him about it ...? Calm down,’
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Soumaré advised her, lying on her side, her feet sticking out
beyond the shade.

“You must go tell those two women a few home truths. I'll
come with you if you like,” Aminata proclaimed vehemently.

“You? ... Never,’ Soumaré declared, all too familiar with Ami-
nata’s sharp tongue. Then she addressed Yaye Dabo: ‘Go and
find your brother ... If it’s just the two of you you can explain
everything to him. It's better than confronting those two women
in their own house.

The half-dozen women deliberated about what steps should
be taken, what behaviour should be adopted.

‘That would be running away, Yaye Dabo. If I was in your
shoes, I'd spell out the truth to those two females in front of your
brother. And just you see if they’ll dare to touch you. With
mothers, as with sisters-in-law, you have to spit the truth in their
faces ..., Aminata insisted, supported by three other women.

‘My flesh is crawling with shame! To deprive a child of one
meagre meal a day ... It is unworthy of any mother,” Yaye Dabo
said with restraint.

During that week, Baye Tine resumed his rotations. He re-
turned to his first family without noticing the subtle changes
that had taken place in Yaye Dabo, and in his oldest son... Yaye
Dabo confided in her husband one night, telling him the cause
of Taaw’s illness.

‘I didn’t even know that Taaw had been having meals at
Sakhaly’s. You know very well that, in your brother’s house,
Aida, the awa, is the one who wears the trousers.’

Baye Tine’s reply deeply wounded her pride in being a de-
scendant of the great line of Dabos. She immediately regretted
that she had spoken to him about her brother. Taaw had gone
back to school, but he no longer took meals at his uncle’s house.
He had grown very thin. His marks suffered because of his
illness, and he had to repeat the year. Unfortunately, he also lost
his bursary.

The holidays arrived. The matter weighed heavily on Yaye
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Dabo'’s heart. She spent restless, gloomy nights. As she thought
about it, she could find nothing to justify what the two women
had done to her son. And Sakhaly?

She recalled different stages of Sakhaly’s childhood. For her
parents, it had been a hard struggle. Rumour had it that Sakhaly
was a sweet, beautiful baby which a djin mother had swopped
for another baby - an ugly scrawny child with legs already
crooked, knees as gnarled as the trunk of an old kapok tree, and
a huge forehead extending into a misshapen skull which bulged
over the back of his neck. From the time that Sakhaly learnt how
to walk, his parents were alarmed at how slow he was. Some-
times, when he was alone, he would smile, with a far, faraway
look in his eyes, in keeping with the legend of the changeling.
At other times, his face would be blank and expressionless. He
started speaking late. Then his hump began to form. As he grew
older, he became the laughing-stock of the children his age.
Sakhaly would run away from them and take refuge in his older
sister’s arms. In order to shield him from the bullying of the
neighbourhood boys, he was sent away to one of his uncles in
the north-east to learn the Koran and the tailor’s trade. He
returned to Dakar as a young man. He aged prematurely, and
this made his face look as rugged as the bark of a cailcédrat. Once
he was installed in his own business with a sewing machine that
he hired monthly, he proved to be a master in the craft of scissors
and needles. His camisoles, bou-bous, dropped waists and A-
lines ... his embroidery work and his innate feel for colours
earned him, in women’s circles, the reputation of having good
taste. He made clothes for women only.

Sakhaly was by now a popular man, and dreamed of taking
a wife. He was aware of his ungainly physique, and hid his
crooked legs under well-cut garments and fine fabrics. With his
overly sensitive disposition, he was afraid to declare his inten-
tions. Aida Mbaye, considered according to the norms of that
country to be of a mature age for marriage, was able to pierce
the tailor’s shell, and touch his heart. Paying little heed to other
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people’s jeers, she made her intentions plain. They were duly
wed. Aida Mbaye proved to be a perfect wife; she was meek,
submissive and docile, and open to her in-laws. She was fertile
too, and honoured her husband with two sons and three daught-
ers. Could that be a sign of certain love? When both his parents
died in the same year, Sakhaly started clinging to his wife, and
distancing himself from his older sister Yaye Dabo, who had a
married life of her own to lead with Baye Tine. In his workshop,
Sakhaly had a dozen or so tailors in his employment. He was
known and admired, a respectable man who had done well for
himself. Young divorcees and widows hung about him like flies.
Aida Mbaye, a practical and logical woman, pre-empted her
husband by presenting him with a gift.

‘Iknow a young girl who would suit you very well as a second
wife. I would get on well with her too.’

Sakhaly, who was on the point of going out, came back to his
chair and sat down without saying a word. Aida Mbaye sat on
the linoleum, lower than her husband, surreptitiously watching
him. She added:

“You must take this girl. I won’t be jealous of her.’

Sakhaly said nothing; he was tempted to question his wife ..
How had she guessed that he wanted to take a second wife? He
refrained from asking questions.

“You go to work ... I'll see to everything ..."

“You are too kind, Aida,” he said by way of reply and assent.

Sakhaly went to tell Yaye Dabo about his wife’s proposition.
Quite some time before Aida had spoken to him about taking a
second wife, Sakhaly had confided in his older sister.

‘Now that you’re a successful man, you're in a position to take
two or three wives, but out of loyalty to Aida, you should speak
to her about it first. I'll take care of it, if you like, his sister had
prudently advised him.

‘As soon as I find the right one, I'll let you know.’ Sakhaly had
concluded the conversation.

Before the month was out, Sakhaly told Yaye Dabo about
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Yaye Dabo shuddered.

‘Did you speak to her?’ she asked.

‘No! No! ... She suddenly came out with this, just as I was
about to leave.

Yaye Dabo scrutinised her brother’s face compassionately, as
if searching for something that might dispel her apprehensions.
Aida had so subtly created this void around her husband.

‘Do you know the girl? Where she lives? Who her parents are?’

‘Nothing! ... Nothing.’ Sakhaly replied without hesitation.

An expression of alarm crossed his sister’s face. Without
thinking, she crumpled up the hem of her blouse. Yaye Dabo
was disturbed by the magnanimity of her brother’s wife. She
wanted to advise him to refuse this wife-offering.

But she dismissed that idea, thinking, ‘He'll only repeat what I
say to Aida. What can that woman's plan be? What is she up to?’

A week after this conversation between brother and sister,
Aida Mbaye came to visit her sister-in-law. She was cheerful and
full of smiles, and brought with her some cola and two five-
thousand franc notes which she gave Yaye Dabo. Civilities were
duly exchanged, and then she brought up the subject.

‘Ahan! Your brother has spoken to me of his intentions. He is
thinking of taking a second wife.’

‘Sakhaly has never confided in me about this.” Yaye Dabo was
aware of her sister-in-law’s duplicity.

/I take your word for it, Yaye. I only wanted you to know, as
you are our older sister, that I have nothing against it.’

Yaye Dabo felt numbed by a heavy sadness, which suddenly
allayed her anger. “This woman is cruel,” she said to herself.
When their eyes met. Aida Mbaye added, with a forced smile: ‘I
know that no wife can welcome this ordeal ... of feeling dupli-
cated. I'll do all I can to help the nieces and nephews to succeed
in life.”

After Aida Mbaye had left. Yaye Dabo simply shook her head
in amazement.
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When Sakhaly married his second wife, Aida Mbaye was
praised for her generosity, and hailed as a model wife.

Remembering all these things, Yaye Dabo realized that Aida
Mbaye had the lives of her brother, his second wife, and the
children completely under her control. Everything was now
clear. Aida was trying either to kill the nephew or to estrange
him from his uncle.

Anta received Yaye Dabo, and ushered her into the sitting-room.
She was talkative, and bombarded the guest with questions
about Baye Tine and the children, but never once did she men-
tion Taaw’s name. Yaye Dabo answered evasively, keeping her
distance.

“Sakhaly should be home any minute now,” said Anta, bring-
ing the transistor radio in. ‘There’s a job I must just finish ...
there, you can listen to the Imam’s sermon. Aida has gone to a
celebration at the neighbours’ - it’s the fortieth night since their
mother died. Everyone knew this woman: she raised three
generations... sons, grandsons and great-grandsons.’

Yaye Dabo had to stop herself from saying: ‘Now there are only
stumps of men left for female meat like ourselves.’ Instead she said:
‘Theard the news of her death. Quite a funeral, I've been told.

Yaye Dabo heard Anta saying to Oulimata outside: ‘Run and
tell your mother that your aunt Yaye Dabo is here.’

Sakhaly came in, dressed in a light-blue boubou embroidered
from top to bottom, and a pointed Haoussa headdress.

‘Big sister ... Dabo,” he exclaimed, after his ‘assalamaleikum’.

‘Dabo! Dabo!” Yaye Dabo returned his greeting, in a voice
whose coldness the brother did not hear.

‘Have you been waiting long?’

Sakhaly continued undressing as he spoke. Yaye Dabo
watched him. The protuberance at his shoulder seemed larger,
bulging unnaturally under the white turki* and the checked

* Translator’s note: short-sleeved shirt worn by a man under his pull-
over.
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Palestinian shawl. Sakhaly hung up his big boubou and ran his
right hand over his freshly-shaven head. Sitting on the armchaxr
next to her, he asked after the children and Baye Tine.

‘I haven’t seen Dijibril Taaw’s marks. I hope he’s moving up
to the next class. If Yallah grants me a long life, I will do
everything for him.’

Yaye Dabo reeled. Could he really not know what had been
going on in his own house?

*Assalamaleikum! Dabo! Dabo! Aida Mbaye knelt before her
as she gave her greeting.

A feeling of warmth had been re-awakened between brother
and sister, but it was cut short by this unexpected arrival.

‘Mbaye!’ Yaye Dabo in turn greeted her.

Yaye Dabo saw through her sister-in-law’s deference the du-
plicity with which she treated her husband in the presence of a
third person.

‘I've just been at the home of the deceased, Fatou Diagne —it’s
her fortieth night.’

Aida was justifying her absence.

‘She was a saintly woman, always ready to help others. May
Yallah take pity on her, may he help her, and grant her his divine
mercy. We are but passing visitors on this earth. The existence
of families and communities is a fabric made up of many threads
of life, which are severed by the deaths of the Grim Weaver’s
Design. Should you go before me, we shall meet on the other
side... May Yallah keep us from all evil thoughts, from bearing
grudges, and from greed.’

‘Amine! Amine!’ the two women chorused.

Yaye Dabo, feeling glum, answered Aida in a neutral voice,
holding back her frustration and anger. She controlled herself
by keeping quiet. Her eyes wandered towards the door, and into
the courtyard bathed in light. Aida too was avoiding Yaye
Dabo’s eyes, which flashed at her every now and again. Anta
and Oulimata brought in the meal: white rice seasoned with
dried oysters and thin slices of meat in white sauce.
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‘Queen of mothers, you cannot tell me that you ate before you
came here. Come and sit down.’

Anta invited Yaye Dabo to get up from her armchair. She
handed her the fingerbowl in its small plate.

‘Cissé, good food is tasted first through the nose, and then on
the palate. I will do honour to your cooking.’

The meal, with the two wives present, was conducted in
silence. The echoes and sounds of the day rang through the
house. Anta, taking up her mémé, did all she could to ease the
tense atmosphere. From time to time, Yaye Dabo’s eyes wan-
dered to her brother, who was eating studiously, like a polite
child, his thumb pressed against the edge of the bowl. When the
meal was over. Yaye Dabo washed her hands and w1ped them
with the towel that Anta gave her.

‘Let me give you some cold water. We have a new nefngerator

‘Jérejéf Cissé! Thank you, Cissé. 'm not used to water from
refrigerators. Could you give me some water from the kitchen?’
Yaye Dabo asked, without looking up from cleaning her fingers.

Aida, half-turned towards the door, called out:

‘Oulimata, bring some drinking water for your aunt.’

Anta placed the bowl delicately on the outside of the circle.
Oulimata, with one knee on the ground, held the bowl of water
out to Yaye Dabo who drank, saying to the little girl: ‘Jérejéf doom’

.. Then the cola nut was broken and passed around.

‘Sakhaly, when last did you see Taaw?’ Yaye Dabo asked,
stretching out her legs.

‘Djibril? As you know, I am never here during the day, except
on Fridays after prayer. Is Djibril perhaps ill?’

‘No!Ithank Yallah, he is not sickanymore ... Cured. But when
was the last time you saw him?’

The commanding tone in Yaye Dabo’s voice distressed Sak-
haly. He hung his head, and ran his right hand over his smooth-
shaven, shiny scalp.

‘Gakhaly, you deprived my son of food in your own house.
You refused to give alms to your nephew ...’
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‘What are you telling me?’

‘Exactly what you heard, and your wives too. They refused to
feed my son. He was given leftovers that no pig would eat. It
made Taaw ill for two moons. Two moons! He has now gone
back to school ... Neither you, my brother of the same mother
and father, nor any of your wives has been concerned enough
to find out how he was.’

As she spoke, Yaye Dabo was hitting the ground. She thrust
her face forward so that she could catch Sakhaly’s eyes.

“Yaye, I swear it, on the memory of our father and mother, I
know nothing about it. What happened, Aida?’

Aunt Aida twisted her upper body around so that she was
facing her husband. Not once did she look Yaye Dabo in the eye.

‘Nobody in this house stopped Taaw from eating. It's true that
once or twice I reprimanded him. Once he was standing out in
the yard and started urinating. And when I ticked him off, he
was cheeky to me. After that, he started beating the children, so
I made him eat alone, to avoid fights. He ate exactly what we
were eating. I don’t know what he’s been telling you ... But
that’s the truth. And Anta and I were just getting ready to come
and see you ... when grandmother Fatou Diagne passed away.’

Aida had said all this in a calm, measured voice.

‘Queen of mothers, what you've just heard is the truth,” Anta
confirmed.

Out of the corner of her eye, Yaye Dabo was watching her
brother’s face— it looked like an old pestle made of ebony, its ends
rounded by domestic use. She knew that her brother was feeling
ill at ease, and that he would never dare to contradict Aida. She
felt a surge of pity for Sakhaly, who was no more than a puppet
in this woman’s hands. She thought of their father: the son had
none of his father in him, neither his impetuous character, nor his
strong qualities of leadership. Aware of the unrelenting hold that
Aida had over him, she felt sorry for him again. It was because
he was her brother that she felt disappointed, forgetting the
soul-destroying way in which Baye Tine dominated her life.
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Yaye Dabo looked up and surprised her brother trying to
catch Aida’s eye. He looked like a child caughtin the act of doing
something he might be punished for. Baye Tine's indictment
resurfaced to her mind: ‘In Sakhaly’s house, it's Aida who wears
the trousers.’

“Yaye, I want Djibril to come back to this house,” Sakhaly said
in a forced voice, ill at ease, like a stranger in unfamiliar sur-
roundings.

‘Who was he asking that?’ Yaye Dabo wondered, drawing in
her legs again.

She turned her eyes to Aida, squarely seated with her back to
the light. :

Although a dark halo blurred her features, Yaye Dabo thought
she could make out a disdainful gleam in the eyes of the awa ...
the first wife, meaning: ‘In this house, nothing is decided with-
out my consent.’

‘Sakhaly, Taaw is now taking his midday meals at the home
of some friends.’

“Yaye, is there anybody dearer to you on this earth than me?’

‘Deeded! Deeded*, Dabo,” Yaye Dabo replied, dispelling the
obvious embarrassment on her brother’s face. She continued:
‘Dabo, because of blood ties there is nobody above you.’

“Yaye, you know what I mean,” Sakhaly cut her short, T want
Djibril to come and live with his uncle. Yallah has given me the
means to provide for him as I do for my own children.’

Hearing her brother express this desire so strongly soothed
away the rest of the older sister’s anger. There was a long silence
in the lounge. The cries of children playing outside rang in the
air.

‘Hasn’t the awa, who alone is queen of this house, still to say
what she thinks?" Yaye Dabo mockingly enquired, while her
half-smile said: ‘If I like, I can have you repudiated. You tried to
kill my oldest son.’

‘Me? ... Queen of mothers, it is not my place to decide any-
* Translator’s note: ‘No, not at all¥
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thing. When big sister and little brother get together, the wife
and mother of many children is a mere stranger,” Aida retorted,
careful not to frighten off her sister-in-law.

She had realized that Yaye Dabo had the upper hand.

‘Queen of mothers ... bring Taaw back to us,” Anta added,
supporting whatever her co-wife said.

‘I will ask my husband. The last word must come from the
men,’ she concluded, pleased with her victory, and that she had
managed to save face.

Sakhaly stood up, relieved to see the palaver coming to an
end.

‘I'm going too,” Yaye Dabo said.

At the door, Yaye Dabo straightened the neck of her brother’s
boubou, and re-arranged the shawl covering his hump.

Far from his wives, Sakhaly gave Yaye Dabo some money
before taking leave of her.

A very smoky fire had been put out.

During the days which followed her visit to her brother, Yaye
Dabo gave the women of the community an account of the
interview with her two sisters-in-law. Soumaré praised her for
her family spirit and for her clemency towards Aida.

“You could have pushed your brother to divorce her,” was the
comment of the frail Safiétou.

Aminata, who was involved in a close game of wure*, grabbed
Houdia’s wrist and declared: ‘If I had come with you, I would
have told that pest Aida a few hometruths.’

“You can speak, but let go my arm,” protested Houdia.

“Yaye Dabo did very well,’ added another who was busy
mending her children’s clothes.

Yaye Dabo, feeling pleased with herself, allowed them all their
say.

* Translator’s note: wure: a game played widely in West Africa. Pips
and seeds are used as pawns or men and placed on a wooden board
with 14 hollows.
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Before school started again, she used some of the money from
Sakhaly to buy Taaw new clothes. She never breathed a word of
this to her husband. When classes started, Taaw was getting up
at the same time as the worshippers going to their Fadjar prayer.
For the first few weeks, Taaw used the money he had been given
to take his midday meals in a café: a plate of rice with meatballs
or fish.

When Yaye Dabo’s funds ran out, his diet changed drastically.
Sometimes it would be a piece of bread and some chocolate,
sometimes dry bread with a packet of roasted peanuts. He
would have a drink from the nearest tap and then learn his
lessons under the trees at the entrance to the school. He came
home at night with a hollow in his stomach. He became known
on the bus: the conductor and his assistant would keep him a
place. On the bus, he spent the time studying and revising his
lessons, especially in the morning. This coming and going be-
tween home and school took their toll on the pupil’s physical
strength, and blunted his mental alertness. Always tired, and
fighting off a continual drowsiness, Taaw often arrived late for
class; he would not be allowed in, and spent many mornings
wandering about aimlessly. In the afternoons, he would try to
catch up the morning’s lessons by copying out his friends’
notebooks. Arriving home at night with-an empty stomach, he
would then try to double his efforts.

Out of the corner of her eye. Yaye Dabo watched her oldest
son. She saw him, all alone, learning and reciting his lessons by
candlelight. Her mother’s heart filled with loving, comforting
thoughts. One Sunday, Taaw stayed in bed longer than usual.
She was worried, and asked him: ‘Are you sick?”

‘No, mother’, he replied, burying in the deepest part of him-
self his most secret thoughts.

During the following months, Taaw, on the verge of collapse,
was unable to concentrate any longer in class: his eyelids would
grow heavy, and he would doze off. Sometimes he slept out-
right. He even fainted a few times during break time. His marks
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for the month, the term, and the whole semester, phimmeted
lower than the required average. On the day before school broke
up the pupils were given their marks and their positions in class.
Taaw looked at his report: he had been expelled. At home, he
handed the report to his mother.

“You know I can’t read. Are you promoted to the next class?’

‘No, mother. I've been expelled from school,” he answered as
naturally as he could.

The mother gave a piercing cry. She stared at the green card.

‘Taaw, what happened?’

Taaw said nothing. He looked away.

‘... What am I going to tell your father?” she asked as she
clasped her hand to her mouth, staring at her son’s face with
wide eyes.

Yaye Dabo had always believed that her son would be
somebody. The radio and television would speak about his inter-
ventions and his speeches at congresses, seminars and confer-
ences; they would comment on his travels to the country of the
tubabs.* She was convinced that Taaw would be a chief, one of
the leaders of his generation. That night, Yaye Dabo could find
no rest. Cruel images haunted her, and the next day she was
morose and downhearted. Going about her household chores,
she felt her heart heave with disappointment. Only-after her
own unhappiness had eased, did she speak to Baye Tine about
it. Baye Tine, standing in the middle of the courtyard, fulmi-
nated against Taaw.

‘When [ was your age, I used to walk miles and miles on foot,
with nothing in my stomach. I worked so that my mother and
father could be Kappy in their old age. And my father did the
same thing for his father, working in the fields. Now that you
don’t want to go to school anymore, what am I supposed to do
with you? You want to be a hooligan, an outlaw?’

Taaw and his brothers listened to their father’s bitter outburst.
Yaye Dabo took refuge in rigid silence. Baye Tine was giving
* Translator’s note: Europeans
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way to a strange dark impulse. He himself could not have named
this mad burst of molten lava which consumed him and bred in
him the desire to hurt others: it was simply a way of masking his
failure as a worker. In his sixties, he had taken a second wife with
all the ardour of an old man’s last desperate surge of life. He
wasted no time in giving her two children, in the space of
twenty-two months, with a third on its way. Did the bookkeeper
in him imagine that the heavy burden of being the ‘father of a
large family’ would secure him an extra four or five years of work
before retirement? The country’s independence was marching in
apace, with the introduction of reforms providing for the replace-
ment, by Senegalese, of former European bosses.

Baye Tine had presented the director with birth and life certi-
ficates of his whole tribe and of his two wives, as well as his
second wife’s pregnancy certificate.

“This might have been common practice during the colonial
era, but now you old men must make way for the youth.’

‘But look! I've got six kids. I can’t support even one of my
wives and her children on my retirement pension.’

“You should have thought of your children sooner. I have
orders from the board of Administration. I even have to cutback
on workers. I can do nothing for you, old man ...’

Until this moment, Baye Tine had had no inkling that he had
acted unwisely. Men had always taken second and third wives on
the eve of their retirement. Was he not still strong enough to push
a joining-plane? to hammer in nails? to work with a saw? ... the
wood industry was dropping him when he needed it most. He
looked scornfully at the young director strapped into his three-
piece suit, and glowering, said spitefully: T'm sure your father
benefited enough from that clause to feed your fifteen brothers and
sisters, and to enable you to study. And if it wasn’t your father, it
was us, the workers, whose taxes paid for your education.’

The director looked surly and adjusted his tie. Annoyed at
having this obvious fact pointed out, he brought the interview
to a close.
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Barred from an active life Baye Tine devised various personal
projects: he planned to have his own workshop, and be his own
boss. The idea gave him much joy. But this positive frame of
mind was only the echo of a fleeting thought. One, two, three
months, and then a whole semester had gone by and he had not
picked up his saw or his plane. He lived a life of idleness,
spending money, then borrowing to gratify immediate needs.
At night, hiding so that no one should see him, he ruined his
tools one by one. Sullen and moody, he would strike out at Taaw,
Souleymane and Abdou. He often treated Yaye Dabo very badly,
in front of the children. When the neighbours intervened, he
started beating his wife at night. The next morning Taaw, trying
not to look at his mother, would weep bitter tears. The pain he
felt was mingled with a feeling of loathing for his father, in
whom he saw not dignified old age worthy of respect, but a
hateful old man. The only thing that kept him from running
away from home, as he had planned so many thousands of times
to do, was his love for his mother.

One day, Baye Tine had neither raised his voice at his children
and his first wife, nor lifted a hand to them. The pension money
had been paid. Peace reigned between husband and wife. Yaye
Dabo had prepared a delicious meal, and Baye Tine had feasted
like a king. With his back against the bedhead and his arms
outstretched he let out a contented belch. The curtain swayed in
the gentle breeze blowing in from the coast. Baye Tine thanked
Yallah as usual for this sublime moment, which he was savour-
ing with his whole body.

“You must pay for Taaw to go to a private school.”

‘Are you mad? Where do you think I'll find the money for
that?’ Baye Tine replied sharply.

His blood started boiling.
~ 'With your connections, you should at least be able to get him

into a workshop so that he can learn a trade. I'm sure that Taaw
would have preferred to be someone in an office.’

“You've molycoddled that oldest son of yours far too much!



88 TAAW

And it’'s when you get these sorts of ideas in your head, that you
women start looking down on manual workers. You only think
of material pleasure ... office, cars, air-conditioned bedroom.’

‘I was only teasing you, Tine,’ Yaye Dabo said, not wanting to
listen to words that would hurt her, and afraid that he might
start hitting her.

She escaped to the other women in the courtyard.

In the hope of seeing her son furthering his education, Yaye
Dabo made enquiries about sending him to a private school.
When she discovered what it would cost for one month, a year,
her last illusions faded away. She was suddenly aware just how
serious their lack of money was, and understood what it means
to be poor. Her mother’s heart was aching. ‘A tree, which will
give no shade, bear no fruit for men or beasts! A seed stunted at
the time it was sown!” she thought. Through her son, she could
see in her mind’s eye all the children of Taaw’s age, those
younger than Taaw, Taaws still on their mothers’ backs, Taaws
still in the wombs of all women. She could see young people in
the township, on squares and at crossroads, and was surprised
to find herself asking questions like: ‘What future awaits them?
What will that future be like?” She could not answer these
questions, and she shivered with cold and dread.

In her youth, Yaye Dabo had never been so reflective, or
thought so much about herself, her future, the future of her
children. Born, raised, fed, looked after, clothed: her whole
destiny was mapped out. Her cycle was complete — girlhood,
wifehood, motherhood — and now the baton of life was to be
passed on to another woman. The memory of her daughter who
had died at the age of three came back to her. Death had wiped
out all trace of that fleeting life. This peaceful memory was not
distorted by grief. It was only life that tore at her with its claws,
carving slashes into her existence day after day.

A scorching heat made clothes stick to the skin. The brown
asphalt reeked. The flood of taxis painted black and yellow - the
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range of yellows had exhausted all possible variations of this
colour - streamed past at full speed. White sunrays beat down.
Men gathered in groups in the shade of the sparse trees along
the avenue.

Taaw, optimistic, was making his plans for the future. His
meeting with Bachirou had been a good sign. He resolved to put
aside some of what he earned to pay for classes. He came to the
level crossing. A long goods-train loaded with phosphate was
heading for the harbour. The booms were down, and cars, trucks
and bikes were lined up on both sides. The bright light played
on windows and hubcaps. A traffic officer, spruce in his khaki
uniform, helmet visor pulled right down over his tinted glasses,
moved about with the fierce look of a warrior.

Taaw looked around and spotted the grey Toyota with the two
girls inside, behind a tarpaulin-covered semi-trailer with three
half-naked workers perched on top. He was curious to know
what it was carrying: was it rice? com? flour? sorghum? The
insistent hooting of a car attracted his attention. He read: Goor
Yummbul. The letters were red, bleeding. From this distance the
old man was a dark figure waving one arm, calling him closer.
Taaw wanted to run away... A pedestrian behind him tapped
him on the shoulder.

‘Someone’s calling you over there. The two looked at each other.

The way ahead was clear and vehicles started pulling off.

As Goor Yummbul drew level with Taaw, he shouted: ‘Taaw,
wait for me on the other side.’

The Peugeot left a plume of smoke spiralling in its wake. This
unexpected meeting with his sweetheart’s father made him feel
guilty. As he crossed with the other pedestrians, the same man,
dressed in an ash-coloured caftan, repeated: ‘The driver of that
van said you must wait for him here.’

Again Taaw flashed an angry look at him.

When Astou’s pregnancy could no longer be hidden, his
friends had teased him.

‘Boy! Get away from Goor Yummbul's fence.’
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‘Boy, as soon as you see a Peugeot, you must jump into the
nearest Citroén,’ another had added, trying to be witty.

‘Hey, boys, we should baptise the first child of the gang,’
Mbengue had suggested. ‘

They had lined up together to urinate. Juvenile merriment,
general hilarity.

“Taaw! ... Taaw! ...

Taaw stood nailed to the ground. Aladji Ngom was coming
towards him. ‘

There was a halo of sweat marks all around his skullcap; his
shirt was loose on his small lean body. Taaw felt intimidated and
avoided the piercing look aimed straight into his eyes.

‘Do you have nothing to say to me?’

Taaw said nothing, holding the trousers more tightly under
his armpit, and tapping them.

‘My daughter Astou is expecting a child, and you are the
father ... ‘

Was he telling him? Asking him? His authoritative tone threw
Taaw, and he did not know how to respond.

‘Will you answer me?’

A beggar approached them, holding out his open hand.

“I've already forked out alms for today,” Aladji Ngom said
harshly to him.

‘What about you, my boy, have you given yet today? Don’t
forget that Yallah will pay you back, in the world hereafter, with
three times what you give today to a miskine.’

Taaw turned his back on him. The tramp went up to a woman
passing by.

‘'m waiting,’ persisted Aladji Ngom. As Taaw still did not
reply, he went on: “You think I don’t know what you're schem-
ing? You think the hedgehog act* will get you anywhere?...

,

* Author’s note: hedﬁehog act: this burrowing animal neither digs nor
constructs its own home. Protected by its sharp quills, it inhabits the
first burrow it comes across. The original inhabitant either leaves the
burrow or stays there and is suffocated by the hedgehog, whose
burrow it has now become.
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Goor Yummbul launched into a diatribe against the youth of
today. A passer-by took him for a father lecturing his grown son.
With abuse and accusations being hurled at him, Taaw reacted.
Looking scornfully at the old man, he lifted his arm, and inter-
rupted him.

‘Ey Pa, have you ever once seen me in your house? And don’t
speak to me in that tone, I'm not your son. All the boys in the
neighbourhood “know” your daughter Astou.’

This was a blow to Goor Yummbul's pride, which at the best of
times was easily ruffled. Taaw’s bitter words had stunned him, and
he remained speechless for some seconds. In a fit of frustration, he
grabbed Taaw, who pushed him away with all his might. Like an
old goat in a raging fury, Aladji charged. Taaw, being the more
nimble of the two, ducked out of the way and punched him in the
side. The seventy-year old bent over double before collapsing to
the ground. People ran up to separate them. Taaw grabbed the
trousers and briskly strode off, leaving the crowd behind him.

Taaw felt liberated from the awe that Goor Yummbul used to
inspire in him. He had found relief in action. He skipped around
like a boxer in the ring, and laughed self-assuredly. A woman
was watching him as he imitated a fight. He calmed down and
walked on again, turning to look back at the woman who stood
staring at him.

As he reached the string of cheap eating-houses, the smoke
from frying meat and fish mingled with the heavy smell of
peanut sauce and reeking palm oil, and the tart aroma of chilis
and rice, arousing his hunger. Apart from the pilfered fritters, he
had had nothing in his stomach since early that morning. With
seventy-five francsin his pocket, he asked himself what he could
afford. He walked past the food stalls in the shade of the filaos*
and bought two ladles of fatty meat soup.

‘Ey, woman, let me have this chili,’ demanded a chap next to
Taaw, pushing his bowl over the pot.

* Translator’s note: conifer or shrub of the casuarina family, found in
the coastal regions.
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The swarthy woman, who had a thick, shiny face and big
white eyeballs, half-heartedly gave it to him.

‘Let’s share it, brother,” from somebody behind.

Taaw took a seat on a Rufisque stone which a customer had
just left. People were eating, squatting on their heels by them-
selves or in groups of two and three. Taaw relaxed and began to
think. Now that he had a job in the harbour, he was sure to find
a ship so that he could take himself off to Europe, where he
would pursue his studies. He had not relinquished his ambition
to become a computer scientist. And Astou? He convinced
himself that he was not the father of the child she was carrying.
After all, how could he be sure? Once he had left and gone far
away, he would not need to justify himself. As he ate, he gazed
into the distance, unconsciously playing with a dry filao apple.

‘Who would like some water?’ the water-carrier cried, putting
his bucket down.

A dozen plastic bottles were floating in some water together
with a piece of ice.

‘One bottle, ordered the person nearest to Taaw, an elegantly
dressed man.

On his wrist, he sported a large gold watch. He quenched his
thirst with small sips straight from the bottle, taking care not to
spill on his caftan.

“Your turn, petit.”

Taaw had a long drink. Water trickled down his chin and
dripped onto his anango. He put down Baye Tine’s trousers.

‘Thank you,” he said.

‘That piece of rag there, is it for sale” asked the man, picking
up the trousers with one hand while with the other he passed
the bottle on to the next person. First, he examined the trousers
feeling the cloth. ‘Good cloth... Fashionable cut. These aren’t
yours,” he concluded, affecting a connoisseur’s air. ‘T'll give you
three thousand-franc notes.”

“You, you must pay me for my water,’ clamoured the vendor,
who had retrieved his empty bottle.
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The guy was the bragging type. Helooked the hawker up and
down, took out a wad of banknotes, then dug deep in his pockets
for two coins to give him. The men around stared greedily at the
money.

“So petit, will you accept three notes?’

‘Five, answered Taaw, standing up and taking back the trou-
sers.

‘Alcati-y! Alcati-y! Cops! The cops are coming,”a chap, breath-
less, gave the warning.

The well-dressed man dived hastily into a passing taxi. The
taxidriver almost crashed into a car coming the other way. In no
time at all, the open-air restaurant had emptied completely. It
was like an anthill crushed by a huge paw, as its patrons scat-
tered.

Taaw, still carrying the trousers, headed towards the township.

A second time, the muezzin’s call to the prayer of Takusan
came over the air through the loudspeaker.

When Taaw reached his territory, the place of the ‘Jobless’,
reggae was blaring out full blast. The music came from a loud-
speaker attached to the fence. On the dusty road some young
people, all boys, were dancing, moving with the music. A small
group sitting on the ground was playing belote-bridge, while
others were feverishly intent on a game of draughts. The two in
charge of the galley were making mint tea, which the gang drank
every day.

‘Taaw! one of them, with a small face and a speckled lower
lip, called out, making room for him on the bench with the other
supporters of the draughts players.

' ‘Have you fouhd any work, boy?” Mam Ass asked, as he left
the dancers and came up, sweating.

‘The same vague promises as usual!’ Taaw sat down with his
legs turned outwards, leaning his elbow on the trousers.

‘Taaw, don’t give it away,” warned Daffé, the player facing
him.
‘But I haven't said a thing,” Taaw protested, looking around



94 TAAW

at the others as though calling for witnesses.

‘Boy, I know you. You always do it. Just check how thick
Toumani is. He doesn’t even crown. Play, boy.’ '

‘Don’t let him mess you around, boy,” the one with the marked
lip encouraged him, slapping Toumani gently on the back.

Toumani swung around and looked questioningly at Taaw.

Daffé shouted:

‘Taaw, shut up?’

'The music stopped.

‘Boy, put on the Toure Kunda,” Mbengue shouted from the
middle of the improvised dance floor.

‘Oh, you've just got here!

Taaw took the steaming glass of tea. Sipping the hot liquid, he
carefully took stock of the position of the draughts. He reacted
excitedly.

“You're so thick, Toumani. You arsehole ... no one could be
more stupid ... I don’t believe it. This is too much ...”

Too late, Daffé yelled, wasting no time in swiping three
draughts off the board.

‘I thought he’d move over there,” Toumani justified himself.

‘Unbelievable! You're an arsehole, a total arsehole ... even
there he would have taken you and crowned.’

Everyone was talking at once.

One of Astou’s younger brothers tugged at Taaw’s arm and
said: ‘Astou’s waiting for you at the main road.’

‘How did she know I was here?”’

‘1told her ... I saw you come in.”

‘Finish my glass.’

The child drained it in one gulp and ran off.

Noises were dying down as the day drew to a close. The
evening breeze blowing from the south-east was dispersing the
cloud-banks in their layers of different colours stretched out
across the sky. A vast basin carpeted with moss lay at Astou’s
feet. Groves of filaos, palms and coconut trees, upright trees and
slanting ones, were dotted around the edges of the valley. Sand
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dunes the colour of salmon, like young women'’s lips, shivered
as the wind breathed gently over them. People were walking
along the paths. Neither the flesh-colour of the sky and the flight
of birds towards the setting sun, nor the scene she had before
her was touching Astou’s thoughts. An aesthete would have
said that girls are not sensitive to beauty.

She caught sight of Taaw, and a powerful feeling of love
flooded her heart. She wanted to take Taaw in her arms... like
this morning, when his thumb was moving up and down,
stroking her whole body. As she looked around, the sight of
passers-by destroyed this sudden surge of feeling.

“You haven't sold the trousers,’ she said, relieved, her voice
gay, her eyes laughing.

‘No,” Taaw replied coldly, watching a child pulling along a
reluctant goat.

‘Have you found work?’

‘She looked at Taaw, her hands held expectantly, waiting for
some gesture from him.

Tll know tomorrow. Why did you want to see m2?’

Tve got a prescription from the midwife. I've been to the
chemist. I need seven thousand francs for the medicine.’

‘Where do you think I'm going to find that kind of money? ...
Do you want me to steal it?’

Astou was distressed by the unexpected harshness in Taaw’s
voice. ‘Taaw,” she said pleadingly ... “Taaw, don’t speak to me
like that.’

‘Where will I find seven thousand francs?’

‘Apart from you, who can I go to?’ she said with tears pricking
her eyelashes.  *

‘Here, go and sell the trousers.’

‘Mug! Mug! ... Never. Your father’s trousers ...’

She pushed Taaw’s arm away. Imploringly, she said, “You
must be able to borrow from your friends. This morning I gave
you the thousand francs thatI had. And there’s no way I can ask
my father for that money ... You..."
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“Yes, I saw your father today. He wanted to hit me.’

‘My father ..." she interrupted.

‘... Yes, yes. You and him, you take me for a fool. Astou, I'm
not your child’s father, you’re just trying to pin it on me.’

“Taaw?

This sound was torn from her, rather than cried out. She
clasped her hands to her stomach. Staring at Taaw, her mouth
half open, tears flowed from her eyes.

‘It's true. Go and find a father for your child somewhere else.’

A wound of this kind cannot be measured. For how long did
she stand there, removed from herself? Passers-by noticed this
pregnant girl standing motionless, her eyes gazing far off above
the trees. Tears were running down her cheeks, and falling onto
her chest between the cloth and her skin.

She started at the sudden kick in her stomach. She acknow-
ledged it, then sniffed, straightened proudly, and headed for her
father’s house.

It had been a good day for Yaye Dabo, in spite of its bad start. It
was the second day of her ayé, and the women who owed her
money had come to fix up their accounts and buy condiments.
She did her shopping; two kilos of Siam rice — an economy rice,
easy to digest — a quarter of a litre of groundnut oil, and two
average-sized gilt-head fish. As she went about her household
chores, she was working out in her head the price of meals for
two days. She would have enough money to see her through the
next three days.

At midday, she had given Souleymane, Abdou and their
father lunch. After his fish and rice, Baye Tine prepared to take
his usual siesta. Yaye Dabo had not forgotten her Taaw, and had
made a snack for him. ‘Will he have eaten? ... Where? ...” Being
out of work was difficult for her son, and he was becoming
taciturn. What worried her more, however, was the violent
animosity between father and son. When she joined the other
women in the shade of Soumaré’s shack for the rest she took
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there every day, she forgot her cares a little. There was washing
on the lines; mats and household containers were out in the sun
to dry. Aminata, wearing an old candy-pink nightshirt over her
full bust, was burning bedbugs with a lighted torch. The torch’s
flame licked at the bed base, whose metal springs had been
mended with wire.

‘The bedbugs! I'm the only one in this house who gets them,’
she was grumbling.

‘Buy some insecticide,” advised Houdia, who was breastfeed-
ing her three-month-old baby.

‘My foot! ... That stuff only makes them fatter, Aminata
replied as, with a single movement, she pulled up the strap of
her shirt: ‘Look at this bitch stuffed full of my blood. This very
sun, you are going to hell” She held the torch to the insect.
“Tomorrow it's my mémé.’

‘So if it’s your ayé, let your husband fight the bugs. Then he’ll
buy you a new bed with a foam mattress instead of a straw one.’

‘Houdia, you haven’t “blacked the ear” of your baby yet. I
have to compete with my co-wives. I'm the fourth ..."

Aminata stopped what she was doing, and counted on her
fingers. She turned her head away from the smoke, and said in
a loud voice. :

‘Three, six, nine ... I've been waiting for my husband for nine
days. And if he can’t get any rest with me, he’ll run me down
and tell me how wonderful my co-wives are.’

‘Keep him on his toes,” another one broke in, shooing away
the hen with her two pairs of chicks.

‘Exactly, I'm getting ready now to receive him properly. When
the poor wretch gets to me, he’s in a bad way. I fix him up well
the first night. But the other nights, I make him pay for my
troubles. I milk him dry. And even when it’s siesta time, he does
it. Nobody eats my rice just to go to sleep. I refuse to fatten him
up for the others.’

They laughed, enjoying Aminata’s spicy sense of humour.

‘Every bed has its bugs. If you don’t talk about yours, no one
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will know about them,” Soumaré said to Yaye Dabo, who was
sitting a little to one side.

Soumaré was being deloused, her head resting in her
daughter’s lap.

‘Mother, there’s a cluster of nits in here.’

The conversation divided into two.

“What do we want from life? Just what we need to live? To
feed our children? Bring them up? Have you noticed how many
of them there are in the houses and the streets?’ Yaye Dabo said
plaintively, more to herself than in reply to the Soumaré.

‘I've stopped thinking about all that. I leave those worries to
my husband,” answered the Soumaré. And to her daughter: “Yes!
Just there! Yes, scratch hard. You're doing very well ... Ahan!
Ahan!

The girl was scratching her mother’s scalp with her finger-
nails; Soumaré was sighing softly. Yaye Dabo ventured a
quick glance at her. Her eyes slid along the woman’s thighs.
She was clasping her knees, and vigorously rubbing her toes
together.

“Yaye Dabo, Yallah has put men on this earth. And on earth,
he will see to their needs,” retorted a neighbour, after a surrep-
titious glance at Soumaré.

The latter smiled, re-arranged her disarranged loincloth, and
turned onto her other side.

‘I Yallah is really going to help you, you have to put some-
thing into it yourself.’

“The Koran says so,” added Soumaré, wiping away the spittle
at the corners of her mouth.

‘It's their “tomorrow” that worries me. When they come of
age, these young people won’t know how to till the land, or
weave, or smelt iron. And tomorrow, they’ll be in our places ...
mothers and fathers .... This tomorrow worries me ..."

Yaye Dabeo fell silent. She would have liked to explain herself
better. Her questions brought about a sudden intense silence.
The sound of the rooster’s beating wings as it chased the hen
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broke the silence, and they resumed their chatting. Aminata
turned the bed over. With her thumb, she wiped away the bead
of sweat falling into her eye.

“Yaye Dabo, you are saying things that we, as women, do not
like to hear. The tomorrow of our children, you must ask themen
about that. Look at the township! Who knows where it starts?
Or where it will end? All the ethnic groups in the country can
be found here mixed up together. Famine and drought do not
only drive whole families from the villages, they also destroy
and dislocate the community, and break up family unity.
Urbanisation and the development of commercial centres push
the have-nots out into the townships. And here, amongst us, we
have some of the better-off poor, as well as the most destitute
poor. Tomorrow, it is from these townships that the leader, or
the leaders, the real ones, will come.’

They had all listened to Aminata.

‘Aminata, where did you learn all that?’ asked Yaye Dabo,
inwardly reconciled with Aminata.

Suddenly Aminata undid her loincloth, and shook it v1olently
She was wearing blue panties.

‘That bltCh is climbing all over me to go I don't know
where ..

chkmg up her torch again, she angrily thrust the lighted end
into the ground.

‘Give my regards to your kin in hell ... Then, turning to Yaye
Dabo, she continued: ‘Yaye Dabo, this is the township area,
between the city and the country. None of us women wants to
return to the bush. For me, the days in the bush are over,” she
concluded. And'she launched into another subject. ‘Do you
know what happened this morning. That stuck-up Oulimata
Yandé was thrashed to death by a maid. She was rushed to
hospital. The maid was taken to the police and she’s being
charged with violence. But will the people who judge her tomor-
row take into account the reasons why she did it?’

‘It serves Oulimata Yandé right. She never did anyone a
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-favour, said Houdia.

The conversation turned to more general matters such as the
ever-deteriorating relations in the neighbourhood.

The call for the Tisbar prayer heralded the setting of the sun.

Yaye Dabo woke Baye Tine so that he could do his duties asa
Muslim. She proceeded with her ablutions, and carried out her
ritual alone. She never missed a prayer. In her entreaties, she
implored Yallah to place his blessed hand on Taaw. When she
had finished her devotions, she went back to join the group of
young wives.

After the Tulkussan prayer she got down to preparing the
evening meal. She repeated to herself Aminata’s words: “Tomor-
row’s leader will be born among the children of the townships.’
Already she could see Taaw as one of these heroes. Thinking
about Taaw brought to her mind the girl he had made pregnant.

‘At least he’s a real man,” was her one consoling thought. She
remembered the mornings before and after Taaw’s circumci-
sion, when she had seen him having an erection. T've got a
rooster.” All she had to do was watch over her hen. She laughed
to herself, hearing joyful music in her head. She felt flattered that
Taaw had made Goor Yummbul’s daughter pregnant. A respect-
able, well-off family, which would raise their position in society.
For nights on end, she anticipated the visit from Astou’s mother
... or at least from her emissaries, sent to negotiate. With the help
of Soumaré and Aminata, she would receive them. There would
be two of them.

‘Soumaré ... our steps have brought us here, to demand
compensation,’ the younger one would declare, so that the other
one would be able to drive the point home.

‘Compensation ...? Compensation, did you say? In what way
are we guilty of harming anyone ...? Soumaré would ask,
feigning surprise.

‘Ah! ... Ah! ...’ the younger of the two would say, pressing her
lips together, her eyes lowered.

She would then take up again, with a more soepucal tone in her
voice: ‘Ah! ... You do not know what it is that you are guilty of?’
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Aminata would make a soft noise in her throat. She would
take some time before speaking.

‘What is known but not said on the engagement day, will be
known on the day of the divorce. We are listening to you.’

It would then be the older messenger’s turn to speak.

‘It is still our plant. We have sown it, nurtured it.’

‘Was the plant promised?’ Soumaré would ask.

“Yes, would be the reply from the younger messenger. ‘And
you have badly wronged us. You son Taaw has “deceived” our
daughter.’

‘We can understand that this must be an unpleasant situation
for any mother to find herself in,” Soumaré would say. ‘We must
first speak to the accused. Then we will decide what standpoint
to adopt.’ -

‘All we are asking is an admission of paternity.’

‘Ey! Ey! What? Are we not good enough to have your
daughter as a wife?” Aminata would demand, holding herself
upright.

‘Everything in good time.

‘The sheep which is sacrificed on the day of the baptism, will
be served that night at the nuptial meal.’

‘We will speak to our daughter.

‘Taaw! she exclaimed in surprise. The thread of her monol-
ogue was cut short.

She collected herself. ‘Come and sit down! she invited. Tkept
you a snack. Are you hungry? I'm sure you’'ve had nothing to
eat?’

She watched her son'’s face, trying to pierce through the stern
mask forming around the boy’s mouth, in the first wrinkles, in
the torments etched on his brow.

‘I'm not hungry, Mother. And I didn’t sell the trousers. I've
been promised work for tomorrow.’

“Inchalahoo! ... Alhamdoullilahi! ... 1 knew that Yallah would
never abandon you. You have never done anything against my
mother’s heart. Yalla has granted my wishes ... Alhamdoullilahi!
... Abdou! Abdou! ...
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‘Nédm,* Mother.’
‘Where is Souleymane?’

‘He's in the street, Mother,” Abdou replied, coming out of the
lean-to.

‘Ey, boy, Taaw murmured, putting his arm around his
brother’s back.

‘Ouch!’ groaned Abdou.

‘He’s really in pain after the beating he received this morning,’
said Yaye Dabo, untying the knot of her loincloth. '

She counted out some coins and said to Abdou: ‘Go and get
some cigarettes for your big brother, and buy yourself some
sweets.”

Taaw had taken the child’s wrists.

‘I'm sorry, boy. I'm going to tell father not to touch you again.
You're a man now. On Saturday night we’ll go to the movies.
How would you like to come and see a good film with me?’

Abdou nodded his head, and went off.

‘Don’t start giving him ideas. His father has the right to
punish him if he does something wrong.’

Taaw said nothing. He hung the trousers on the wash-line and
went back into the little room. Yaye Dabo was watching him.
She re-arranged the legs of the trousers before returning to her
job of cooking the evening meal. ‘

As the minutes went by, the house came alive: laughing,
children crying, assalamaleikums and aleikum salams. The shadow
of the shacks, steadily lengthening, was preparing to drape itself
over the remaining outlines and shades. Women, or their
daughters, were clearing away the day’s washing. The only
thing left hanging on one of the lines — Yaye Dabo’s — was Baye
Tine’s pair of trousers.

“Yaye Dabo’, Astou greeted, putting down her bundle. Sou-
leymane was with her.

‘Souleymane, who is this lady?’

‘She’s looking for Taaw, Mother.’

Yaye Dabo, sitting on the bench in front of her fire and her pot,
* Translators note: Yes
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frowned.

‘Which Taaw are you looking for?’

“Yaye Dabo, I am looking for your son, Djibril Tine, whom
everybody calls Taaw.’

‘Who are you? ... Where do you come from?’ Yaye Dabo
asked, her whole body filled with apprehension.

“Yaye Dabo, I am Astou Ngom, the daughter of Sohna Diene
and Aladji Ngom.’

Yaye Dabo stood up heavily. She looked up, down, and her
gaze finally lighted on Astou’s face, in which one could see that
she was pregnant. Their eyes met across her stomach.

‘Why are you looking for him?’

The question had come out naturally.

‘He’s the father of the child I'm carrying,’ Astou replied
without difficulty.

Yaye Dabo had had a traditional upbringing; modest, and
used to expressing things more delicately and subtly, she was
disarmed by Astou’s direct replies. Embarrassed, she moved
closer to the girl, until she was touching her stomach, with
mixed feelings of tenderness and pity. She examined the texture
of her skin between her breasts and around her ears. A golden
jewel hung from her ear, and she wore a thick gold chain around
her neck. ‘A parting gift from her mother,” she said to herself.
The presence of this young girl-mother filled her heart with joy.
To hold her grandchild in her hands! Just thinking about it
already gave her immense satisfaction.

Astou looked down, trying not to stare at Yaye Dabo too
much.

“Taaw! Taaw!’‘Yaye Dabo called.

They both looked towards the lean-to.

‘Taaw, my father has thrown me out,” Astou said as soon as
she saw the young man.

Tm telling you again, I am not your child’s father, was
Taaw’s retort, when he had taken the cigarette from his lips.

Then he made to go back into the lean-to. Astou held him
back.
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“Taaw, how dare you say that to me? Who gave you two
five-hundred franc notes this morning, so that you wouldn’t
have to sell your father’s trousers ...? These trousers, here, on
the line. Do you want me to remind you of all the places you
have taken me to?’

Taaw did not notice Astou’s sharp look. A long, and intermin-
able silence followed.

The fleeting joy of a moment before had vanished. Yaye Dabo
was overcome by a feeling of infinite sadness. She both admired
and detested Astou’s quick repartee.

“Taaw! she said without moving, convinced that her son was
not telling the truth.

‘Mother, this girl is lying.’

“You're the one who's lying. And you know it.” Astou flashed
this at him, standing squarely in front of him, her jaw thrust out
arrogantly, her eyes fixed on his.

‘Mother, I'm telling you again this girl is lying.’

‘Taaw, be a man.’

Yaye Dabo’s slap came with a crash across Taaw’s cheek. She
was stunned by the violence of her action and looked around,
frightened.

This violent outburst of his mother’s left Taaw rooted to the
spot, motionless. He felta warm liquid in his mouth. He touched
his finger to the corner of his lips, and looked at the blood.

The women crowded around. Aminata whispered to Houdia,
who had her baby on her back:

‘At least she knows what she wants, that one.’

‘Ndyesan! Her father has disowned her.’

‘Who is her father?’

‘Goor Yummbul. ‘

‘Ndyesan!* One chooses neither one’s father nor one’s mother.’

And a series of comments on the times we live in, broke out.
Aminata started speaking:

‘Yallah gave woman a strong back to carry all her children,
whether they’re illegitimate or not. Who among those who
* Translator’s note: Alas!
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govern us, spiritually, or temporarily, can tell us who is or is not
a legitimate son?’

‘Ey! Ey! Aminata ... Think about what you say. One day you'll
have your tongue cut off.’

‘What is going on here?” Baye Tine demanded, as he came
bursting in.

They all moved away.

‘Nothing! ... Nothing, Tine," Yaye Dabo answered him. And
then to Soumaré: “You can look after this girl until tomorrow.
The person she is looking for will come for her then.’

The two women exchanged an understanding look.

‘Come this way,” Soumaré invited.

Astou obediently took her bundle and passed in front of Baye
Tine. ‘

“You, who are you?’

Baye Tine’s question came like an explosion.

‘Baye Tine, she’s my visitor.’

Baye Tine scrutinized Astou from top to bottom and then
made her turn around. They faced each other.

“Tell me, who are you?’ Astou cast a glance at Taaw as if to ask:
‘What must I answer?’ Taaw took two steps as his father was
repeating the question.

‘Answer me, who are you?’

‘Baye Tine, I am the daughter of Aladji Ngom and ..

“You're pregnant by the doings of the good-for—nothmg. I
heard at the mosque that your father had thrown you out. And
as for you’ (this to Taaw), ‘do you really think I'm going to keep
you in my house and feed you, you and your bastard child?’

‘Don’t say that again,” Yaye Dabo implored.

‘Quiet!” bellowed Baye Tine, menacing and aggressive.

He turned to Taaw: I'm going to shake out my trousers. You'll
be cursed forever, you'll be the least among those of your age.’

The husband and wife both rushed for the trousers on the line.
Yaye Dabo grabbed them.

‘Give those to me ... They're mine! Give here, I tell you!’

“You have no right to wreck this child’s life,” Yaye Dabo said
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as she aimed the trousers at Aminata.

Aminata caught them and made to throw them to another
woman.

“Just you wait!

Taaw held back his father’s raised arm, and said: ‘If you ever
touch my mother, I'll kill you.’

“Taaw, don't hit him,” Yaye Dabo interrupted.

‘Hit me! Hit me ...! Break another of my teeth.” Baye Tine was
pushing his chest against Taaw. ‘I'll throw you out of my house,
together with your bastard child.”

“Taaw, I beg of you, don’t touch him ... for my sake ... I'm
asking you ... As your mother.’

Taaw released his father’s arm. He gave his mother a search-
ing look, then picked up the bundle and took Astou’s arm, to
leave with her. '

‘Taaw! Taaw, where are you going?’

‘Let him go. Let that ungrateful brat of a son go.” Baye Tine
restrained Yaye Dabo, who was struggling against him, calling
after her son. ‘Let him go. If he comes back to this house, I'll
repudiate you.’

‘Repudiate me ...?’

Yaye Dabo had often heard this word, and each time it had
made her stomach feel hollow, and filled her with fear. The word
was more terrifying, more deadly, than being whipped. She had
paid everything with her body, stifling her rebelliousness, swal-
lowing her inner thoughts, so as never to be sent away, never to
be discarded like an old used rag. She had married with a pure
heart, thinking only to fulfil her life’s duty as a wife and mother.
As a wife, and a mother, she had not expected some miracle to
transform her life into a paradise. But she had hoped one day to
enjoy the fruit of a mother’s labour, and occasionally, to share a
laugh with her husband.

‘Repudiate me!’ she cried out again.

She was an upright, clear person, submissive and obedlent by
nature, but with unlimited strength of will. As a mother, she had
the courage and suicidal spirit of the hen who faces a predator
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about to take her chicks from her. The patience and self-restraint
of this stocky, average-sized woman acted as a curb on those
impulses which it was not good to let free.

‘Repudiate me ...’

‘If you let him return, I will repudiate you.’

She pushed Baye Tine away with such force that he fell down.
Yaye Dabo grabbed the trousers from Aminata.

‘Well, itis I who repudiate you, and in front of these witnesses
too. Leave this house. Keep your trousers, they’re all you have
here. In front of the men you act the part of husband. But when
it's just the two of us, you are as limp as this old cloth. In this
house, anything that stands upright is thanks to me. You no
longer have a wife here.’

She stood firmly in front of the man, who was sitting on the
ground. The women, drawn by Yaye Dabo’s sudden revolt,
stood speechless.

‘Don’t touch me!’ she shouted at the Soumaré, who had
placed a hand on her.

‘Dabo, one does not humiliate one’s husband like this in front
of one’s children.

‘And him, he can do it to me in front of my children? ... No
... A husband who gives you nothing to eat, nor any clothes to
wear, and curses your children, what use is he? Baye Tine is no
longer my husband, neither before the men, nor before my
children.’

She stepped insolently over Baye Tine, an act violently con-
demned in Wolof society, particularly when done by a woman.
From the threshold of the concession she surveyed the scene,
empty without Taaw and his sweetheart. She turned back again,
bitter.

Baye Tine stood up sheepishly. With his trousers slung over
his shoulder, he made for the exit, followed by the women's
mocking eyes.

“Tchim,’ Yaye Dabo taunted him, when they passed each other.

‘The time we have been waiting for will come, when beauty
and goodness will be inside us. And we will know them and
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love them, by looking inside ourselves.’

‘Ey! ... Ey! ... Aminata! Aminata, stop saying things we don’t
understand,’ said Houdia as she and the other women returned
to their chores.

In front of her pot, Yaye Dabo’s face was calm and peaceful, a
result of the strong control she had over herself. She refused to
see the world around her through the eyes of other people. The
events of the day filed cruelly past in her mind’s eye, and then
the thousands and thousands of humiliations she had suffered
in her life rose before her. She lifted the pot lid. A cloud of steam
billowed out and formed a halo around her head. She slipped
the vegetables in, and took out a few coals which she quickly
buried, to save them for later.

‘Souleymane! Souleymane!’

“Yes, mother.’

He came to her, with Abdou at his side.

‘Go and find Taaw for me! His pals must know where he and
“his wife” are ... Souleymane, you must tell them they can come
and live at home. They can have the lean-to.”

‘Mother, Abdou and me, where will we sleep if they come

" back?

‘In my room, Souleymane. Now quickly goand find Taaw! I'll
wait for you for supper.’

The mother’s face shone with loving compassion as she
watched her sons going off. As she cooked the meal, she had the
sense of being in control of her own fate. She knew that by
opening her home to Taaw and “his wife”, she was turning the
community against her: it would be a defiance of the society’s
matrimonial mores. Already she could hear the various re-
proaches which would not fail to plague her.

After the meal, with Souleymane’s help - Abdou was suffer-
ing from the effects of the caning he had received that morning
— she converted the lean-to into a bridal chamber, and put out a
snack. After they had watched television at Soumaré’s, the two
little boys came to their mother’s room. They fell asleep in no
time. Yaye Dabo was listening out for the slightest noise. She
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would sleep for brief moments, and then suddenly start awake
from dreams which pounded her with her guilt. In her dreams,
she was pleading her cause, trying to defend what she had done.

In front of all the neighbours, Soumaré was accusing her:
“Yaye Dabo, you cannot condone your son’s nekale* with this girl,
under your roof. Already, you have dared to repudiate your
husband ... and a Muslim woman has no right to do that.

She answered: ‘Soumaré, you are too sensitive to the words
of men. This girl, who chased her out of her father’s home? And
her mother, where is she? ... with the girl’s father.

‘Who refused to give shelter to his own daughter? What evil
have these two children done? Worse things are happening in
society, far more hateful and blameworthy than what these two
young people have done.’

“You can’t live ignoring the judgements of others.’

‘If the others want to kill me, I will ignore their judgement.’

‘What I'm saying is for your own good. All fingers will be
pointing at you.” said the Soumaré, retreating. ‘lam on yourside,
Yaye Dabo. It's the men who make the marriage laws, and they
are the first to break them.

Yaye Dabo emerges with a start from a heavy sleep. The room,
drenched in darkness, is filled with Abdou and Souleymane’s
soft, regular breathing. The sound of whispering voices coming
from the lean-to fills her heart with an almost child-like joy. She
can feel the presence of Taaw and Astou, just as long ago she had
felt Taaw in her stomach. It is as though a gentle, caressing wave
is sweeping over her. ‘They’ve come back just like little children
who come to sntiggle up in their mother’s protective arms,’ she
says to herself.

Moved by a sudden impulse, a compelling urge to speak to
them, she sits up in bed .... Then she restrains herself, listening.
The sound of their voices is broken by silences. These silences
disturb the mother. ‘Are they going to leave again? ... to fly
away?’ ... she wonders, frightened. In the dark, barefoot and
* Author’s note: concubinage
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with her arms stretched out in front of her, she gropes her way
past obstacles, so as not to wake the two boys sleeping on the
ground. She pulls the door open slowly and peeps through: the
dim, flickering light of the candle standing on the floor falls on
the door of the little room. Yaye Dabo can only make out her
son’s tall shape. Astou is half hidden by the door, and only her
back and legs are in the light. A patch of soft light glows on her
breast, lighting up her necklace, whlch gleams and sparkles with
flashes of gold.

‘I can’t be late for my first day at work Taaw keeps saying,

tearing himself away from the girl. :

“Taaw, don’t leave me ... I'm frightened,’ she says in a trem-
bling voice.
~ ‘Don’t leave the house.’

“Your father will throw me out. I'm frightened, Taaw.’

"You don’t have to be frightened of my father. My mother told
us to come back. She knows what she’s doing ...’

‘Taaw, don’t leave me. You're all I have, do you understand
that?’

‘I swear to you, on our child’s head, that I'm coming back to
you. Go back to bed now. We mustn’t wake my mother.’

Taaw softly pushes the door closed.

Yaye Dabo feels happy to hear her son speaking to “his wife”
in this way, and proud that she has given birth to a man worthy
of his name. In her head is the sound of soothing music. She goes
out into the courtyard, having no desire to go back tobed ... The
shadows of the night drawing to a close cast an uncertain glow.
Stars are still shining in the sky. The warm dawn brings her the
conviction that never again will she be a woman of the past.
Strangely, she feels that she is putting into motion a whole new
world.
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